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In the Presidio park of San Francisco lie four major installations by the
contemporary British artist Andy Goldsworthy, making the collation of these socalled earthworks one of the largest public groupings of Goldsworthy's art in the
world (a fifth is to be found nearby, Drawn Stone, in front of the De Young Museum
of Fine Art).1 From Spire (2006) to Wood Line (2011), Tree Fall (2013) to Earth Wall
(2014), these installations continue Goldsworthy's iconic aesthetic in relation to the
specificity of place, using the collection of site-specific materials indigenous to
particular locations, and rearranging them in such a way that the human relation to
nature, to the other-than-human natural world, is foregrounded.2 While the size
and scale of some of these installations required Goldsworthy to use heavy
machinery for the craning and situating of eucalyptus trees in Wood Line [figure 1],
and the tall wood pirouette of Spire [figure 2], they all nevertheless feature, in one

http://www.presidio.gov/places-internal/Shared%20Documents/Goldsworthy-Brochure.pdf
By using "other-than-human," I draw on the established work in religious studies that has explored
belief systems which ascribe personhood and agency to non-human beings (rocks, trees, rivers). See
Graham Harvey, Animism: Respecting the Living World (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006).
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signature style, emphasizing a preoccupation with the human relationship to land-Tree Fall [figure 3], for example, which slathers the interior of an old gun powder
magazine in the Presidio with area mud and earth, in which a eucalyptus tree
branch hangs ponderously and incongruously from the interior roof--creating the
sense of being underground and looking up at a tangle of roots--one can
immediately detect how the clay has been painstakingly, almost ritualistically,
applied by hand. The prominence of hands and hand-making in Goldsworthy's
oeuvre invokes the techné of Martin Heidegger's phenomenology, a work of art in
nature--a "Zuhanden"--that suggests our being and dwelling as a "human irruption
into the midst of beings," and a "disclosing of beings as such."3
In addition, or perhaps because of, this deep affinity with Heideggerean
thought, Goldsworthy's art has been important for both ecological art-history that is
concerned with dwelling and relationships to place, as well as a number of religious
studies scholars who have located in Goldsworthy's aesthetics, keyed so deliberately
around an un-ironic rehabilitation of wonder and awe, as sites of reenchantment,
and/or vectors for a postsecular, post-institutional kind of spirituality.4 Given the
twinned coordinates of this critical discourse--the ecological and the religious, or
the spiritual--my paper turns towards a site located just a few blocks away from
Goldsworthy's

Presidio

pieces,

where

a

similar

entanglement

between

environmental affect and religious aesthetics produced one of the most distinctive
and unique sacred architectural spaces in all of San Francisco: the Swedenborgian
Martin Heidegger, Nietzsche vol. 1 (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1979) 81-82.
Jeffrey L. Kosky, Arts of Wonder: Enchanting Secularity--Walter de Maria, Diller + Scofidio, James
Turrell, Andy Goldsworthy (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2013); Mark C. Taylor, Refiguring the
Spiritual: Beuys, Barney, Turrell, Goldsworthy (New York: Columbia UP, 2012).
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Church, constructed between 1894-95 [figure 4]. Inspired by the theological ideas
of the Scandinavian scientist-turned-mystic, Emanuel Swedenborg (1688--1772),
this church has long been recognized by architectural historians as one of the
progenitors of the West Coast Arts & Crafts movement that was premised on
"building with nature," and bringing the beauty of the outdoors, indoors.5 What has
been less-well understood is the ways that Swedenborg's panentheistic theology
enabled a sacrilization of the other-than-human that provided a platform for these
early environmental aesthetics to flourish. Several early church members and
persons involved in the design of the unusual space--including most notably William
Keith [Figure 5], the landscape painter and confidante of John Muir's--were charter
members of the fledgling Sierra Club, perhaps one of the first bona fide
environmental advocacy groups in North America that engaged with democratic
structures to "conserve and preserve" California Sierra Nevada wilderness areas. In
a distinct anticipation of the later Andy Goldsworthy land-art installations, these
early parishioners at the Swedenborgian church festooned the interior of the
sanctuary with "found" pieces of local nature--driftwood from nearby beaches,
aspen branches with their leaves still left on [figure 6]. In the earliest photos of the
interior, one sees immediately how much the San Francisco Swedenborgians--and
Sierra Club members--deviated from ecclesiastical norms of the day: there is a
striking absence of a cross or other iconic Christian referents, and an abundance of
foliage from local flora. It is a space for the sacrality of the other-than-human, and
some early descriptions of the building talked about it as a "temple of God's trees."
5 See Leslie Freudenheim, Building with Nature: Inspiration for the Arts & Crafts Home (Salt Lake City:
Gibbs Smith, 2005).

Zuber: Good Vibrations

4

The following reflections go more into the unusual story of how
Swedenborg's eighteenth century immanental theology and models of nature-assacred text became braided into early Bay Area environmentalism and its "back-tonature" arts and crafts aesthetic. The reflections are drawn and adapted from my
forthcoming book, A Language of Things: Swedenborg and American Environmental
Imaginaries (University of Virginia Press), that traces this translation of
Swedenborg's theology into productive forms of ecological aesthetics, from Johnny
Appleseed, to Ralph Waldo Emerson and John Muir, to the regionalist fiction of
Sarah Orne Jewett and the Modernist poetics of Vachel Lindsay. As disparate as
these writers and thinkers all variously were, each responded to Swedenborg's
presentation of the natural, other-than-human world as alive and animated with
divine influx, vibrating with the spiritual semiotics of what Swedenborg called
"correspondences" between the natural and the spiritual. The centrality of
Swedenborg for American nature religion of the nineteenth century has long been
acknowledged by historians of American religion, beginning, perhaps, with
Catherine Albanese's eponymous book on the topic that grants no little space to the
Ralph Waldo Emerson's representative mystic. 6 While strands of Swedenborg's
work is certainly part-and-parcel of a larger Romantic problematic whereby
ideologies of the sublime and beautiful led to the "trouble with wilderness" and its
specieist anthropocentrism, other aspects of Swedenborg's panentheism distinctly
anticipate some of the recent turns in the so-called "new materialisms" invested in

6 Catherine Albanese, Nature Religion in America: From the Algonquin Indians to the New Age
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990).
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post-Cartesian (and perhaps post-secular) forms of ontologies. 7 Among these
aspects of Swedenborg include the affinity between Swedenborg's organicism and
Alfred North Whitehead's later process thought, as well as Swedenborg's
cosmological figure of the maximus homo -- the cosmos, perceived en-toto, as a
"giant person"--that came to function, queerly, as an unsettling and dismantling idea
on Swedenborg's concept of self and selfhood: a dismantling that cannily anticipates
Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari's BwO (Body-without-Organs), a concept that
remains a fruitful place of attention for much work being done under the new
materialist banner.8
I do not have the time to significantly address these latent, proto-ecological
implications in Swedenborg's work itself, and properly contextualize their
embeddedness within eighteenth-century natural philosophy and physico-theology.
Swedenborg's life and career lies on the fissures of modernity, and his shift out of
empirical natural and biological sciences into visionary mysticism can be read, I
argue, as a kind of Latourian parable of going "back to the future": that
Swedenborg's later, subsequent theology revived a pre-Modern entelechy that he
had inherited via Neoplatonic doctrines of emanationism, among other sources, and
that this took shape within a Rationalist, Cartesian framework of systematic
7 The "trouble with wilderness" alludes to William Cronon's well-known critique of the Romantic
legacy of wilderness-worship, an aesthetic ideology that still drives much conservation and
preservation policy in the United States. See Cronon, "The Trouble with Wilderness; or, Getting Back
to the Wrong Nature" in Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature (New York:
Norton, 1995), 69-90; also available online:
http://www.williamcronon.net/writing/Trouble_with_Wilderness_Main.html
8 See, for example, Jane Bennett's discussion of the BwO in The Enchantment of Modern Life:
Attachments, Crossings, and Ethics (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2001), 24-28. Although Swedenborg's
maximus homo has not been substantially read or compared to this well-known poststructuralist
conceit in Deleuze and Guattari, it has been more recently situated (quite negatively) within
continental philosophic traditions by Constantin Rauer, Wahn und Warheit: Kants
Auseinandersetzung mit dem Irrationalen (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2012), 206, 233.
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theology and biblical exegesis.9 This paper will rather focus on how Swedenborg's
work came to subsequently galvanize environmental imaginaries in America, and
structure the human subject's thinking-thru of relationships with the other-thanhuman. Curiously, while Swedenborg's work came to be contemned and rejected by
the theological establishment (especially in Lutheran Germany and Sweden), it
remained catalytic for Romantic and post-Romantic aesthetics. "Swedenborg, of all
men in recent ages, stands eminently for the translator of nature into thought,"
Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote in his famous "Poet" essay (the text that Walt Whitman
took as a calling-card invitation), "I do not know the man in history to whom things
stood so universally for words."
I will proceed, thus, if not chronologically, then spatially, using the design
and layout of the San Francisco Swedenborgian church to gloss on some of the
posthumanist and new materialist implications of Swedenborg's thought. Part of
this will necessarily historicize figures like John Muir, who was but one of several
Bay Area environmentalists at the fin d'siècle engaged with reading Swedenborg, as
we shall see. That the church structure itself might work proleptically in this fashion
adheres closely to the intentions of the person responsible for much of the
building's design. Joseph Worcester, the Swedenborgian minister at the church and
Ruskinian architectural guru who indelibly shaped the building project, wrote how
the building's unusual style and turn towards nature was meant to "teach its
Bruno Latour has long troubled our given assumptions about modernity and the secular; his more
recent polemic in the "Compositionist Manifesto" argues for a need to go "back to the future," by
revisiting pre-Modern, 16th century harmonies between micro-and-macrocosm, thereby doing away
with the problematic bifurcations we have inherited (science vs. religion, the thinking Cartesian mind
vs. the "dead" world of matter). Bruno Latour, "An Attempt at a Compositionist Manifesto," New
Literary History 41(3): Summer 2019, 471-490.
9

Zuber: Good Vibrations

7

lessons," to show the truth of its natural materials (in contrast to a dominant stifling
academic neoclassicism)--that, in other words, the aesthetic effects of the space and
style were supposed to inculcate Swedenborg's organicist doctrines. "I care nothing
for the canons of architecture," Worcester claimed, in his celebration of asymmetry,
irregularity, and rough-hewn wood. "[this] building must teach its lessons."10
What are these lessons, built with nature? What does it mean to enter into
the Swedenborgian Church and its colloquy of mystical theologies in an age of
climate change, the Anthropocene? (or, if we follow Donna Haraway, the
Cthulucene?). The destabilizing conditions of the unfolding Anthropocene
present fundamental challenges to the aesthetic and its relation to the
political.11 To revisit the Swedenborgian church is not the same as LaTour's muchdiscussed wish (in his "Compositionist Manifesto") for a "back to the future" revival
of sixteenth-century animated entities. We cannot afford an uncritical privileging of
Muir's wilderness ideology, as if all the Anthropocene needed was a curing return of
the nineteenth-century landscape topologies it depended on: a revival of the
panoramic, the picturesque, the sublime, the beautiful (aesthetic keys that are also
constitutive to Goldsworthy's contemporary aesthetic in his land-art--earning it the
dismissal, by some, as "eco-kitsch"). How might we tarry, to nod towards Haraway's
most recent work, with the problems of the Anthropocene, and carry them over the
threshold into the beautified sphere of the wilderness ideology that lies at the heart
of the San Francisco Swedenborgian church? To do so resolutely enmeshes the

Qtd. in Freudenheim, 61.
Dipesh Chakravarty, "The Climate of History: Four Thesis." Critical Inquiry Vol. 35, No. 2 (Winter
2009): 197-222.
10
11
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human with the other-than-human, and exposes some of the ethical paradoxes that
lie in the "back to nature" tropism that structured both early San Francisco Bay Area
environmentalism and its corollary ecological aesthetics.

Entering the Garden: the Language of Things

In order to reach the interior of the San Francisco Swedenborgian church, unusually,
one has to walk through a small gatehouse and then through a walled garden
[figure 7]. As the architectural historian Leslie Freudenheim has pointed out, this is
highly unusual in American church structures, and may reflect a Japanese influence,
where sacred shrines are “enclosed by high walls or fences and are entered by
passing through a gate and then through a garden….” “For Worcester,” Freudenheim
writes, “the church’s garden was primarily a captured piece of nature, and since
Worcester believed in the holiness of nature, to him the garden was an outdoor
church. In the specific Swedenborgian sense, each plant and tree in the garden was a
spiritual symbol.”12
Swedenborg’s correspondence theory was first articulated in his scientific
work on the human body, and it acquires a central, much more expansive role in his
later theology. The dualistic structure of correspondence theory, the basic
contention that the physical material world reflects a higher, more interior spiritual
reality, has obvious origins in Neo-Platonism. In a crucial deviation from the
Neoplatonic tradition, however, Swedenborg does not adopt an Idealist position that

12

Freudenheim, 47.
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views nature as simply the inferior shadow of a higher world of fixed, static forms.
In its more occult and gnostic variations, this kind of Neo-Platonism viewed the
phenomenal world – the world we experience through the five senses -- as
inherently wicked and evil (or in the later Christian permutations, as fallen and
corrupt). For Swedenborg, by contrast, the structure of a correspondence is
determined by an emanation of Divine energy (or love) that Swedenborg called
influx. Nature appears dead and lifeless apart from this perpetually animating force
that flows into the natural. This love is perpetually seeking to reunite with itself: the
world is but a continual dynamic force whose goal is a striving and a return to seed,
as Swedenborg puts it.13 This influx of Divine Love into the created material world
causes, in Swedenborg’s cosmos, an accordant propelling of forms and species
upwards into each other. Minerals aspire to be plants, and in all plant life “there is
an energy towards movement” that approximates animal life.14 “There is a ladder in
all created things,” writes Swedenborg in the Divine Love and Wisdom, an
interconnectedness that should “stun” our mind with wonder.15 Matter was not just
"vibrant" for Swedenborg (Bennett); quite literally, it vibrated, full of
"tremulations," oscillating under the (good) influx of the Creator's love for the
cosmos.16

13 Emanuel Swedenborg, Angelic Wisdom about Divine Love and Divine Wisdom [1763] (West Chester:
Swedenborg Foundation, 2003), nos. 311, 314.
14 Ibid., no. 73.
15 These very lines (from Divine Love and Wisdom again, no. 66) seem to ricochet against Emerson’s
famous question and lines that opens “Experience”: “Where do we find ourselves? In a series of
which we do not know the extremes, and believe that it has none. We wake and find ourselves on a
stair; there are stairs below us, which we seem to have ascended; there are stairs above us, many a
one, which go upward and out of sight.” Emerson, Essays, 471.
16 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010).
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Swedenborg’s correspondence theory and doctrine of influx became duly
amplified by American Transcendentalism, especially in the work of Ralph Waldo
Emerson. When Emerson writes in his 1836 Nature manifesto—one of the
foundational documents for what Bron Taylor has called "dark green religion"—
“[that] every natural fact is a symbol of some spiritual fact. Every appearance in
nature corresponds to some state of the mind, and that state of the mind can only be
described by presenting that natural appearance as its picture” – Emerson is
directly paraphrasing a text on Swedenborgian correspondence by Guillame Oegger,
a French theologian.17
It is hard to overstate the impact that Emerson had on John Muir, especially
Muir’s transformation of Sierra Nevada mountains into veritable gospels, but Muir
would have encountered the Swedenborgian doctrine of correspondence in other
forms as well. Muir had a catalytic encounter with the older Emerson in 1871, when
Emerson came to visit Yosemite valley, and even though Muir was unable to
convince Emerson to leave his large entourage at the hotel and spend a wild night
with Muir sleeping under the sequoias, Muir was invigorated by the encounter to
return to Emerson’s work and annotate it anew. Several weeks after this encounter,
Emerson sent along to Muir a little book called “Observations on the Growth of the
Mind,” by one Sampson Reed. Reed was a little known Boston Swedenborgian whom
Emerson much respected; though Reed’s “Observations on the Growth of the Mind”

17 The centrality of Swedenborg for Emerson's ethics and philosophy has been well-covered by
literary criticism; see especially Anders Hallengren, The Code of Concord: Emerson's Search for
Universal Laws (Stockholm: Almquist och Wiksel, 1994). For a refreshing reading of Emerson and
Transcendentalism as religious figures with environmental implications, see Bron Taylor, Dark Green
Religion: Nature Spirituality and the Planetary Future (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010).
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was published in 1826, Emerson frequently handed it out to friends and thinkers in
his intellectual orbit, such as Muir, Thomas Carlyle, and Thoreau, long after its
original publication.
Reed's “Growth of the Mind” presents a highly original take on Swedenborg’s
correspondence. Reed claimed that primeval humans, before civilization had
corrupted them, once had [quote] “a language not of words, but of things.” Reed
argued that it was the poet who could potentially restore our lost integrity to nature,
foremost by emphatically grounding this “language of things” in observed scientific
fact. Reed further describes the need for a kind of active reciprocity with the voices
of non-human nature that demands a stillness of our minds in order to listen. “The
very stones cry out,” Reed writes, “and we would do well to listen to them.”18 Reed’s
transformation of nature into a speaking text leads to the most innovative and
surprising argument made in the whole book. Because our language should to
accord and "correspond" with nature, and one finds in the natural world nowhere
perfect symmetry and exact repetition, but only endless variety, thus [quote] do
“rhymes add nothing to poetry, but rather detract from its beauty.” Reed proceeds
to formulate what is likely the earliest and clearest exposition for a free-verse
poetics. He writes:
“In the natural world we find nothing which answers to [rhyme and meter],
or feels like them, but a happy assemblage of living objects springing up, not
in straight lines and at fixed distance, but in God’s own order, which by its

18 Samson Reed, "Growth of the Mind" in Primary Source Material for Emerson Studies (West Chester:
Swedenborg Foundation, 1992), 35.
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apparent want of design, conveys the impression of perfect innocence and
humility.”19
Muir was electrified by these claims, and he excitedly wrote to his mentor Jeanne
Carr that the Reed’s little book was “a fountain of truth” for him. In addition to
“Observations on the Growth of the Mind,” Muir came to own two other works by or
related to Swedenborg that he read and annotated. Muir’s copy of Sampson Reed’s
book is especially interesting, not only for what Muir chose to underline, but also for
its delicate illustrations and that Muir doodled in the margins: [figure 8] here, oak
leaves, and on a very interesting page, [figure 9] a tiny sketch of a jagged mountain
peak, complete with trees and their reflection in an alpine lake: most likely an insitu sketch done while Muir was sitting outdoors somewhere, reading his Sampson
Reed. Muir drew these Yosemite mountains—places which he declared on
numerous occasions to be a veritable bible—next to the passage in Observations
where Reed, riffing off of Swedenborgian correspondence theory, talks about the
language of things that the human has forgotten. The sketch, thus, for me, is
powerfully indicative of the ways that Reed responded and understood Reed’s
teachings about nature as a sacred script. Although the word correspondence
appears only intermittently in Muir’s published texts, it is hard not to put your
finger on any point in his nature writing and not find Muir translating the landscape
into holy ciphers, alphabet letters of a spiritual script.
In my forthcoming book, I more substantially discuss how Muir utilized this
idea in his nature-writing; returning to the space of the Swedenborgian church, we

19

Reed, 34.
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can note how this "language of things" with its analogue of free-verse poetics, is
mirrored in the builders' preference for asymmetry and organicism that belied the
rigidity and right angles of traditional, classical architecture. [figure 10] The large
fireplace in the back of the church, pictured here, for example, is off-center from the
aisle and apse, and there is not parallelism with the windows on either side of the
nave. [figure 11] In lieu of windows on the north side, four large landscape
paintings by William Keith show the rainy and dry seasons of Northern California—
their progression from dry and brown toned late summer and fall into the lusher
greens of wet winter and spring are meant to show the correspondence between
natural seasonal cycles and man’s spiritual regeneration into new life. Perhaps the
most striking feature of the church are the use of large madrone trees as pillars to
support the roof, as you can see here in between the paintings—to enhance the
sense of their wildness, Worcester left the bark on the tree trunks. These rough, wild
pillars may also further refract Swedenborg’s claim that ancient people who were
well-versed in the language of correspondences worshipped the Divine outdoors in
groves of trees.
[figure 12] While art historians have acknowledged the influence of this
church building on the Arts and Crafts style as it emerged during the following
decade, it should also be pointed out that Keith and Muir both knew Joseph
Worcester’s earlier architectural creation, a home he had designed for himself in the
Piedmont hills south of Berkeley, pictured here. This home was, according to Leslie
Freudenheim, truly one of the first Arts & Crafts homes in California that featured
signature hallmarks of the style: a wide and broad veranda that brought nature

Zuber: Good Vibrations

14

indoors; an unvarnished redwood interior that truthfully showed the workmanship
and materials; and unpainted shingles on a sloping roof that were meant to
harmonize and echo with the sloping contours of the hills around the house. William
Keith loved Worcester’s house, and painted it several times; a contemporary
reviewer of this painting seemed to detect the Worcester-Swedenborgian overtones
of the canvas’s subject, writing in a magazine review how “the insight into the
reality of nature by which its ideality is discovered [seems to be] the goal which
Keith has in view [in this painting]. Nature is there as an evidence to the senses, but
through it all may be seen a higher meaning.” [figure 13]
After Worcester moved to San Francisco to become an active minister at the
San Francisco Swedenborgian church, Worcester rented the house to an author
named Jack London, pictured here, who lived in the home between 1901-1903.
London found Worcester’s former home inspiring, calling it “The Bungalow”, and it
was here at a writing desk that London came to pen his most famous piece of
environmental fiction--The Call of the Wild. London had little interest in
Swedenborg, preferring instead of mystical idealism a heavy double-dose of Karl
Marx and Charles Darwin. Nevertheless, London’s presence in Worcester’s house
aptly embodies the ways in which a Swedenborgian approach to nature as a
potentially sacred experience that could ameliorate the harmful ills of modern
industrialized society, formed a vital backdrop for the appearance of distinctly
American environmental aesthetics at the turn of the 20th century.
What does such a (Swedenborgian) language of things mean for the otherthan-human? Is the literary (or even theological) conceit of world as legible text a
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gross anthropocentric projection, a kind of Ruskinian pathetic fallacy with too
dangerous consequences in the Anthropocene?
In closing, I would say two things to this potential charge, using the
Swedenborgian aesthetics of the San Francisco church and its Sierra Club coterie as
a sounding board: the first is to point-out that Swedenborg's correspondential
language of natural things often facilitated less a wording of the world--a conflation
of sacred text into earth--and more often than not was part of an affective feeling for
the other-than-human that was ecstatic and mystical, a mode of being that could
level the self, shattering the perceived autonomy of the bourgeois individual subject.
Through this conduit out to the other-than-human--and we might recall further how
Emerson's key word for Swedenborg's mysticism (in his eponymous and influential
1850 essay on the mystic) was ecstasy, ex-stasis: "a getting out of their bodies to
think"--led Muir to have several profound and sustained friendships with otherthan-human beings, including the dog Stickeen. "The hardest thing [he] ever wrote,"
in his own words, Muir's short novella (1897) about his favorite dog participates in
the same burgeoning genre of wilderness literature that Jack London's Call of the
Wild is also part of. These turn-of-the-century examples of so-called literary
naturalism on the other-than-human have been revisited more recently by
posthumanist animal studies to take note of how their rhetorical and textual
strategies deeply problematize and blur the boundary between human and nonhuman.20 In Muir's own draft notes for Stickeen--scrawled inside the cover of a
popular nineteenth-century Scottish author's essay collection, that included several
20 See, for example, Michael Lundblad's observations on London's dogs and wolves in "From Animal
to Animality Studies," PMLA Vol. 124, no. 2 (March 2009): 496-502.
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set pieces on dog stories--Muir cryptically wrote that Stickeen (his dog) was "like
Swedenborg a herald of a new gospel." While this phrasing did not become part of
the published version of Stickeen, Muir's formulation provokes intriguing questions.
How is John Muir's dog-friend a full person like a scientist-mystic? Or, conversely,
how is the representative mystic of the nineteenth century like a preternatural dog?
What is it that is being heralded in the novella Stickeen's exploration of uncanny
affinities between human and the other-than-human?
Secondly, and finally, such affinities between human and the other-thanhuman are suggested in the final part of the church I want to discuss, in yet another
striking departure from the ecclesiastical norms of the day. As noted, there are no
icons related to the crucifixion in the sanctuary (later, however, parishioners would
ad a small inconspicuous cross made of pine cones). The circular window at the top
of the nave, above the driftwood branches, was designed by the Arts & Crafts artist
Bruce Porter (Porter was a regular parishioner, and had married into the William
James family). [figure 14] This window depicts a dove sitting on a birdbath under
the blooming branch of an apple tree. The colors in the water in the birdbath, hard
to capture or reproduce in a photograph, suggest a further, rippled refraction of the
pink blossoms in the water surface--the rosy hue is brighter in the ephemeral
reflection than on the tree branch itself. While the symbolism here is indirect and
opaque--some have speculated how the three irises suggest the three crosses of
Golgotha--the notion of a fountain or pool of water in a blooming garden is an old
iconographic tradition within literature associated with Neoplatonic emanationism
and seventeenth and eighteenth century alchemy (two critically vivifying esoteric
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streams of thought for Swedenborg's own theology). [figure 16] In one of
Swedenborg's own longer theological treatises that deals, in part, with the influx of
the spiritual into the natural--the Divine Love and Wisdom (1763)--he affixed an
engraved frontispiece, likely designed and executed by himself, that shows a
fountain and a cherub in garden. This image first appears in Swedenborg's writings
after he built an elaborate garden on his Stockholm property on the island of
Södermalm, and began to grow and cultivate edible plants and flowers himself. In
spite of all the wilderness aesthetics present in the church space that suggest rugged
mountain lodging and even a Teddy Rooseveltian machismo, in the end, this
delicate, central window above the sanctuary shows a scene of human and otherthan-human interrelation, and, I would argue, an ethics of planetary care: the birdbath that provides water is definitively a human-made "irruption into the midst of
things… disclosing beings as such," to circulate back towards Heidegger who
provided some points of departure at the start of this talk. I have proposed a parallel
between Andy Goldsworthy's use of given materials at the particularities of a place
and the San Francisco Swedenborgians' ritualistic placement of tree branches and
driftwood onto the sanctuary below the window. There may yet be another line to
draw here, between the ways this dove window suggests Swedenborg's immanental,
influx-filled view of the cosmos--a panentheistic interpenetration of the naturaland-spiritual, suggested by the flowering branch and its relation to the rippled
water in the bird-bath--and Goldsworthy's own oeuvre. Goldsworthy often speaks of
his poesis, his art-making practice, as engagements with "the energy of a place," and
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the unlocking of a "tremendous potential" there. What is this unnamable energy,
this potential of matter to mean?
The answer would seem to lie, it strikes me, in thinking through the
ephemerality that is central to both Goldsworthy's work (that melts, rots, or is
swept away by rivers and tides), and the dove window that derives its poignancy
from the refraction of light, the suggestion of another (spiritual) world on the
surface of the water in the birdbath. The window is a glass representation of a
fleeting, watery representation, in the same way that Goldsworthy's momentary
engagements with the earth make visible a latent something--a Vorhanden, to put it
in Heideggerean terms--that is always, already there, but becomes framed and
contained through an aesthetic structure whose own fragile temporality is
resolutely foregrounded. This temporality is fundamentally immanent; it is about
being present (to see the beauty in momentary reflections, or the curve of
Goldsworthy's trees that mirror the contours of the land). In this regard, this
aesthetic answers Haraway's insistence that we "stay with the trouble" of climate
change in the Anthropocene (or Cthulucene): "staying with the trouble requires
learning to be truly present, not as a vanishing pivot between awful or edenic pasts
and apocalyptic or salvific futures, but as mortal critters entwined in myriad
unfinished configurations of paces, times, matters, meanings."21 There may yet be a
humbling, opening out to the other-than-human here, if we pause long enough to let
the church building--and Goldsworthy's nearby, adjacent spires and treelines-"teach us their lessons."
21 Donna J. Haraway, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Cthulucene (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2016), 1.

