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A Pilgrimage of Paradoxes 1 

 A Pilgrimage of Paradoxes is fundamentally a 

love letter to Wales by Mark Clavier, an Ameri-

can priest and theologian living in the ancient 

market town of Brecon in mid-Wales. While it 

can be read and enjoyed simply as a kind of the-

ological travel account, it seeks to get readers to 

stop and think about what it means to inhabit 
the places where we live. The book does this by 

exploring a series of paradoxes Mark encoun-

tered on Cadair Idris, one of the highest moun-

tains in Wales. 

 This study and discussion guide is intended to 

help readers engage more thoughtfully with the 

book or, better, to explore its paradoxes and 

ideas with others. One of the most satisfying 

experiences can be the sharing of ideas and 

learning with others in conversation. Often, we 

can learn as much from our fellow thinkers as 

we do from the text being studied. 

 To that end, this study guide seeks to do 

three things:  

 First, it provides definitions and explanations 

for some of the more difficult concepts and 

terms in the book. These definitions are not 

themselves infallible. You may disagree with 

them. For example, people may have different 

ideas about what sacraments are or what it 

means to be Catholic. If so, your own view 

might be the basis for a fruitful conversation.  

 Second, the guide provides a series of ques-

tions for reflection and discussion about each 

chapter. These are intended simply as conversa-

tion starters. You will undoubtedly have your 

own questions, which are equally as valid to ask 

yourself or put to others. The guide has tried as 

much as possible to ask questions that relate to 

the overall theme of the book. There are un-

doubtedly more questions for each chapter than 

Paradoxes in a Mountain Landscape 

Llyn Cau in the morning sun. 
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can be addressed in a class. Choose the ones 

you like best. 

 Third, the guide includes photos taken by 

Mark on his various walks and treks that appear 

in the book. Each photo includes a caption that 

identifies the place and (where appropriate) the 

page in the book where it appears. Hopefully, 

this will help you imagine the places described, 

enjoy some of the beauty encountered there, 

and join Mark in your mind’s eye if not on foot. 

 Before diving into the chapters themselves, it 

may be helpful first to think about the paradoxes 

themselves: eternity and time, silence and 

words, the wonderful and the commonplace. 

Eternity 
The book starts with possibly the hardest of all 

the ideas to understand. Locked as we are in 

time, it’s impossible for us to comprehend eter-

nity. Often it’s treated as though it refers to un-

ending time, like we mean if we say the universe 

is eternal or that we had to wait an eternity to 

be seen by the doctor. But eternity means time-

lessness or to be beyond time itself. People of-

ten describe it as the eternal present, since with-

in eternity there is no past or future.  

Time 
The concept of time seems easy enough to un-

derstand. Often, as during many a sermon, 

we’re all too conscious of it. But time has been 

the subject of intense reflection and debate over 

the centuries. Does it actually exist or is it a hu-

man construct? Once, people considered it to 

be concrete, but Einstein demonstrated in his 

Theory of Relativity that it is actually very flexi-

ble. Different cultures can reckon time different-

ly. The ancient Greeks thought it was cyclical, 

forever spinning between periods of order and 

chaos (like a teenager’s bedroom). Others 

charted time from their own foundation with no 

sense of an end. The Romans, for example, of-

ten dated things from the foundation of Rome. 

Christians, of course, see time as linear, with the 

birth of Christ marking a fundamental division 

between BC and AD. Similarly, modernity often 

describes time as ‘progressing’ towards a more 

enlightened and advanced society.  

Silence 
Both the concept and experience of silence can 

be either positive or negative. In th hubbub of a 

busy life, we may crave silence or we may fear it 

if we’re plagued by pressing anxieties or are in 

need of comforting words. Silence can mean the 

absence of sound but also peacefulness as when 

someone refers to the ‘soul’s silence’. Often in 

the dead of night, we crave our whirring brains 

to be silent, even though no sound is made. 

Within mysticism, silence has traditionally been 

connected with the divine and the eternal. So, 

for example, someone must find both outward 

and inward silence in order to contemplate. The 

lack of silence is one of the most striking charac-

teristics of our own age. 

Words 
One of the things that sets us humans apart 

from other creatures is that we communicate 

through the use of words. This allows us not on-

ly to give voice to our inner thoughts and feel-

ings but also to express complex ideas. Words 

can be spoken, sung, and written; arranged in 

prose, poetry, and song; and used to woo, con-

sole, belittle, or even to deceive. In terms of this 

book, one of the most important things we do 

with words is weave them together to create 

stories. And these stories, however true or false, 

help us to make sense of the world around us 

and the places we inhabit. 

The Wonderful 
Wonderful is one of those words that has be-

come debased over the centuries. Originally, it 
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referred to something truly, almost uniquely, 

marvellous. There is something both elating and 

humbling about wonders that attract us and hold 

our attention. For that reason, we prize a ‘sense 

of wonder’ and often think of truly wonderful 

things as being somehow divine. 

The Commonplace  
In some ways, the paradoxes in A Pilgrimage of 

Paradoxes end on a low note. What’s more bor-

ing than ordinary things? But it’s in our common-

place lives, the everyday humdrum of simply be-

ing a human being, that we live our real lives. 

Learning how to appreciate the commonplace is 

arguably one of the key lessons for living more 

within our means. It’s also one of the most im-

portant lessons of the Incarnation: God doesn’t 

demand that we become extraordinary people, 

but instead became an ordinary man — a com-

monplace carpenter — in order to die the ordi-

nary death of a criminal for our redemption. 

 A Pilgrimage of Paradoxes tries to resolve 

each of the paradoxes by referring them to the 

Incarnation, Baptism, and the Eucharist. What 

each of these share in common is the uniting of 

heaven and earth. At the Incarnation 

(traditionally celebrated on March 25th, which 

doubled as New Year’s Day until 1752) God be-

came man.  

 In the waters of baptism, the heavenly grace 

of rebirth and renewal is conveyed through ordi-

nary water. And in the Eucharist, ordinary bread 

and wine become or convey (depending on your 

theology) the Body and Blood of Christ.  

 Traditionally, the church has referred to Bap-

tism and the Eucharist as sacraments, or out-

Light filtering into Brecon Cathedral in Wales, p. 1 
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ward signs of inward grace. Our world is filled 

with sacramental acts. Just think of a handshake 

or a kiss. Meaningless in and of themselves, but 

each conveys something vital and important.  

 Each sacrament is really its own paradox, 

physically conveying something that’s spiritual. 

But for that matter, so are you. Human beings 

are both body and spirit, each depending on the 

other for life. Much ink was spilt by early and 

medieval theologians trying to work out how an 

immaterial soul can remain within a physical 

body. From a biblical perspective, each of us is 

nothing more than dirt that enlivened by the 

breath of God. This mean each of us is also ut-

terly ordinary and yet wonderful. 

Some Initial Questions 
 If you haven’t begun to read the book yet, it 

might be worthwhile pausing for a moment to 

consider or discuss what you believe about each 

of the concepts in this book. How do you un-

derstand eternity? How do you feel about time? 

Are you keenly aware of it or are you someone 

who’s so detached from it that you’re dependa-

bly late to everything? Are words your friends 

or do you find them hard to wrestle with? What 

are some of the wonders you’ve experienced in 

your own life? Have any become ordinary as 

you’ve grown familiar with them? What com-

monplace things or experiences do you treas-

ure? Or do you find ordinary life boring? 

 Next, what place do the sacraments play in 

your religious life? Perhaps you belong to a tra-

dition that doesn’t emphasize them. Or perhaps 

your church teaches that there are seven sacra-

ments. Can you describe other sacramental acts 

in your life besides shaking hands and kissing?  

 Finally, reread the quote from the Book of Job 

at the start of the book. What are we being told 

about nature and creation here? How might this 

affect how we consider our fellow creatures? 

Now read Romans 1.19-23. What pitfalls are we 

being warned about here? Are there ways to 

guard ourselves against them? 

 Don’t worry if nothing very profound or in-

sightful occurs to you at this point. That’s one of 

the reasons for a pilgrimage. With any luck, as 

you join Mark on his walk up Cadair Idris, new 

ideas will delight you. And no worries if they 

don’t. Mountain walking is made for delighting 

rather than new wisdom. Perhaps you’ll even 

discover that really the line between wisdom 

and delight is narrower than you thought. 

 Enjoy! 

Autumn in the Black Mountains in Wales 
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Cuthbert on Fan Fawr, pp. 7-8. 

Chapter 1 

Cadair Idris: Encountering God and 
nature on a Welsh mountain  

Key Terms 
Catholic From the Greek word katholikos [universal], this now usually refers to Roman 

Catholics. In the Nicene Creed’s ‘one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church’, it sig-

nifies the wholeness and indivisibility of the church. In some churches, such as An-

glicanism, it is also used to distinguish those whose worship is centred on the Eu-

charist, use ornate rituals and vesture, and value tradition as a source of authority 

and wisdom. 

paradox A concept or statement that is seemingly self-contradictory yet not illogical or ob-

viously untrue. A famous example of a paradox is Oscar Wilde’s, ‘I can resist any-

thing but temptation’. Within Christianity, one of the more prominent paradoxes 

is how God can know how all things will happen and yet we have free will.  

sacrament An outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace. Most liturgical 

churches believe that there are at least two sacraments, baptism and the Eucha-

rist. These are often call ‘dominical’ [‘of the Lord’] since the Gospels refer to 

them as being instituted by Christ himself. 
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Discussion Questions 
1. What are some of the ways that nature is in-

corporated in your church’s worship?  

2. Does your church do anything to connect 
with or mark the agricultural year (e.g., 
Plough Sunday, Rogation Sunday, Lammas 
Day, Harvest Festival)? What do each of them 
teach about our relationship to the land?  

3. Read again the definition of a sacrament. How 
do the sacraments connect heaven and earth, 
the physical and spiritual? In what ways does 
this chapter suggest that nature is sacramen-
tal?  

4. According to Chapter 1, why is it important 
for Christian worship to include nature? Is 
there anything distinctive about the Christian 
understanding of creation?  

5. Have you had any memorable walks? What 
was it about the walk that made it so special?  

6. People commonly say that they prefer to find 
God in nature rather than in a church? Draw-
ing on Chapter 1, how might you reply to 
such a claim?  

7. Can you come up with some examples of a 
paradox in Christian teaching? How about 
elsewhere? 

8. Reread the Benedicite (p. 9)? Does your 
church ever recite it in worship? What might 
it mean for each aspect of creation to ‘bless 
the Lord’? What might this say about crea-
tion’s relationship with God? What about the 
relationship between creatures? How does 
humanity fit into this vision?  

9. ‘God and creation may be perfectly suited for 
each other, but our own society seeks to suit 
itself to neither’ (p. 10). Do you agree with 
this? Why or why not?  

10.What does your church do to connect people 
to creation and to the place where your con-
gregation lives? Is there anything distinctively 
local about your church that couldn’t really be 
replicated elsewhere?  

11.When does a walk or trek become a pilgrim-
age? Have you ever been on a pilgrimage? Or 
perhaps you’ve done a long distance hike that 
affected you deeply. Describe your experi-
ence.  

Cadair Idris, p. 10.-8 
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Chapter 2 

Cwm Cau: Timelessness  
Key Terms 

immutable A similar word to ‘impassible’, this is the term used to describe God as unchanging 

since change implies a before and after, and thus places God within time. 

impassible The technical term used to explain that God does not experience emotion or suf-

fering from the actions of another. It is not the same as unfeeling or apathetic. 

(Note: don’t confuse impassible with impassable and, thus, make God like some 

waterlogged Welsh paths in the winter).  

mystery In popular usage, a mystery refers to something that’s unknown and inexplicable 

but open through investigation to being solved or explained: for example, a mys-

tery novel. Theologically, a mystery usually refers to something that is beyond our 

knowledge, can never be fully explained, but is open to our exploration and enjoy-

ment. The word is closely related to mysticism. A good example is the Trinity or 

the Resurrection. That we can never fully understand them doesn’t prevent us 

contemplating, considering, enjoying, or even debating about them. 

rationalism The belief that the universe is fundamentally logical and explainable. Traditionally, 

rationalists have held that all knowledge is (at least in theory) within the grasp of 

humankind armed with the tools of observation and scientific enquiry. 

Early evening by Llyn Cau, pp. 17-19 
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Discussion Questions 
1. Have you spent time in landscapes that 

seemed timeless? How did they make you 
feel?  

2. When you’re in the countryside or wilder-
ness, does your sense of time change? De-
scribe what this is like. What things in your 
life make you much more conscious about 
the passage of time?  

3. Do places have personalities?  

4. Are there places that you like to visit at par-
ticular times of year? Why? 

5. The American naturalist Aldo Leopold wrote 
that for humans to flourish, they must learn 
to think like mountains. In light of this chap-
ter, what might that mean? 

6. ‘”[H]ere below to live is to change,” wrote 
John Henry Newman, “and to be perfect is 
to have changed often.’” What does this 
mean to you?  

7. Can you describe some of the ways you have 
changed (positively and negatively) most pro-
foundly during your life?  

8. Does God change? Do you think God is af-
fected by us or creation? Why or why not?  

9. Discuss with others the quote from Jürgen 
Moltmann on page 24. Do you agree with 
him?  

10. Have you ever been deeply affected by 
something or someone that doesn’t even 
know you exist?  

11. Is it important to balance rationality with af-
fection, delight, mystery, the imagination, 
and other ways of engaging with the world? 
Why or why not?  

12. What point is Augustine trying to make in the 
quote on pp. 26-7?  

13. What are the reasons given for trusting the 
earth? What might the earth be teaching us 
in light of the climate crisis?  

14. Can you give examples of ways that the bible 
is read against or to the neglect of creation? 
What are some of the most damaging ways 
this is done?  

15. What does ‘home’ mean to you? How im-
portant a concept is it?  

Glyder Fach in Snowdonia, p. 20 
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Chapter 3 

Dysynni Valley: Thick time  
Key Terms 

heritage This refers to that which we have inherited from the past: historical buildings and 

sites, art and other objects, culture, and folklore. You might think of heritage as 

the outward and visible sign of history: through that heritage people can engage 

intellectually, imaginatively, and emotionally with history. 

history Essentially, the study and interpretation of the past. While modern history is em-

pirical, it’s important to note that it is always studied and composed from a per-

spective. In the past, history was normally written as a moral tale, often very 

much like a sermon. History should not be confused with heritage. 

oikophilia A term coined by the British philosopher Roger Scruton to describe the love and 

feeling for  home [from the Greek oikos + philos: home-lover]. In his thought, it 

is opposed to technophilia or the love of rational systems. 

thick time In sociology, thick and thin are used to describe the strength, intensity, and influ-

ence of communities and practices. Thick communities and practices can shape 

how we view the world profoundly, while thin ones don’t. This book borrows the 

term to describe the kind of history and heritage people live within and alongside 

that shapes their sense of belonging in a particular place .  

 

The parish church, Llanfihangel-y-pennant, pp. 31-33 
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Discussion Questions 

1. How much do people where you live know 
their own history? If you grew up where you 
now live, has your view of your local herit-
age changed?  

2. Do you now live where you grew up? If not, 
where do consider ‘home’ to be? How many 
of your family live locally? How do these in-
fluence your sense of belonging?  

3. Picture your town, village, or neighbour-
hood as a map. How well do you know it? 
Do you know it by foot as well as by car? 
Which places stand out most clearly in your 
mind’s eye. Why?  

4. Does your local community have more of a 
sense of rootedness or transience? What 
proportion do you think work where they 
live rather than commute? How might that 
shape the personality of your town? 

5. What are some of the historical place names 
in your area? How old are they? Do they 
evoke anything about your home’s past?  

6. How many buildings or spaces in your town 
can be found elsewhere (e.g., fast food res-
taurants)? Is there anything architecturally 

distinctive about your area? How old are the 
oldest buildings?  

7. Is there someone in your family or among 
your friends who’s now dead that people 
like to share stories about? How true to that 
person are those stories? What do the sto-
ries that are retold tell you about the rela-
tionship people had with that person?  

8. The chapter suggests that tribalism is almost 
inescapable. Do you agree? What are some 
examples of modern-day tribes? How are 
these different from the past?  

9. Re-read the quote from Roger Scruton on p. 
42. What do you make of Scruton’s term 
“oikophilia”? Are there local examples of 
this? How might the appreciation and con-
servation of local heritage connect with en-
vironmentalism?  

10. What does this chapter mean by ‘settling’?  
Is your own life more ‘settled’ or ‘nomadic’? 
Do you wish it were otherwise? If so, why?  

11. How has consumer culture reshaped the 
place where you live? How has TV and the 
Internet affected your local community? Is 
the news people discuss more local or na-
tional and international?  

Parish church in Steeple Aston, Oxfordshire, p. 38. 
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Chapter 4 

The Incarnation 

Key Terms 
immanent Usually (but not necessarily) understood to be the opposite of transcendent, it 

refers to anything that happens or exists within our own reality and thus is sub-

ject to human perception and enquiry. Within Judaism and Christianity, God is 

understood as being both transcendent and immanent: i.e., both outside and 

within creation.  

Incarnation The Christian teaching that the eternal Son of the Father became ’flesh and 

dwelt among us’. The belief that God became man is a central belief about Je-

sus Christ (and one of the most difficult to explain). 

transcendent A term used to describe that which is beyond our own reality and usually con-

sidered unknowable without some kind of revelation. For example, there is 

nothing in our own experience that can teach us that God is Trinity or that the 

Son if eternally begotten. 

wilderness At face value, a term that describes the places untouched or unspoilt by human 

beings. In reality, wildernesses are often home to indigenous peoples and sub-

ject to management. 

Maen Elia standing stone, Brecon Beacons, p. 48. 
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Discussion Questions 
1. Is there a place which you’ve visited through-

out your life that has remained unchanged? 
How do you feel when you’re there?  

2. Do we lose anything by ‘managing’ our herit-
age sites or turning them into tourist attrac-
tions? If your church building is old, how 
does its history and heritage connect with 
your local community?  

3. Should historical sites like battlefields be 
open to development?  

4. In The Day: Collected and New Sabbath Po-
ems, Wendell Berry argues that the only tru-
ly ‘wild’ animals are ‘industrial humans’ who 
try to live apart from the nature. In light of 
this chapter, do you agree or disagree? 

5. How does your village, town, or city relate 
to its countryside?  

6. What’s the difference between facts and val-
ues? What about between fact and truth? 
Can something be unprovable and yet true? 
Can you name an examples? 

7. What’s the difference between heaven and 
earth? Spiritual and physical? How do they 
relate to each other? 

8. ‘The Incarnation . . . required Christians to 
accept that this world does matter’ (p. 59). 
What does this mean? 

9. What does the Incarnation teach us about 
reality and the relationship between heaven 
and earth, the spiritual and the physical? 

10. How are the sacraments like the Incarnation? 

11. How important is Jesus’s Jewish identity? Do 
you think it’s as important as his divine na-
ture? Why or why not? 

12. Does your church teach people about the 
bible or the history of the church outside of 
sermons? Does your church have any rituals 
or practices that connect people with their 
Christian heritage? 

13. How might Scripture and church history 
teach us to be ‘receptive to the eternal by 
rooting [people] in the deep currents of 
time’ (p. 60)? 

A view from Garth Hill, pp. 49-50.  
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Chapter 5 

Craig Lwyd: Silence 
Key Terms 

contemplation In Neoplatonism (see below), contemplation referred to the ‘ascent’ a soul 

could make to the source of all being (‘First Principle’) with the aid of philoso-

phy. Within Christianity, contemplation has described the process of with-

drawing from the distractions and sensations of this world to ascend to God, 

often experienced as a kind of spiritual delight. Bonaventure’s The Journey of 
the Mind to God is a classical description of this process. 

Neoplatonism Developed between the third and sixth century AD, Neoplatonism is consid-

ered the final school of classical philosophy. It emphasised the capacity of the 

human soul to escape its material bondage in this world to return to heavenly 

world of the divine. It influenced early Christian theology enormously. Its 

most famous teacher was Plotinus, on whose Enneads it is largely based.  

Platonism The philosophy of Plato (4th-century BC) and his heirs that taught that the 

abstract ideals (termed the Forms) of things we sense actually and eternally 

exist. So, for example, we know a chair is a chair because it conforms to an 

actually existing ideal of chair-ness. In Platonism, the intellectual and spiritual 

are more real than the physical and material. 

Night time on the shore of Llyn Cau, p. 64. 
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Discussion Questions 
1. What does this chapter mean by the ‘world’s 

silence’? What experiences have you had of 
this? 

2. The author discovers that in the grand 
scheme of things, he doesn’t matter, and he 
finds this liberating. Why might that be? Do 
you agree? 

3. How do you find extended periods of si-
lence? What effect does it have on your 
thoughts and feelings? 

4. Do you practice contemplative prayer or 
meditation? Is your experience of it like An-
selm’s (p. 69)? How would you describe it? 

5. What are some of the ways that you fill si-
lence with distracting noise? Are you some-
one who struggles with boredom? 

6. Reread the quote from Thomas Merton on 
pp. 72-3. What is he trying to say? Do you 
agree with him? 

7. How does silence feature within your own 
prayer life? Do you regularly make time to 

be quietly alone with God? If not, what are 
some of your reasons or obstacles? 

8. What do you make of this chapter’s descrip-
tion of the inner, silent self (pp. 75-6)? Does 
it ring true? In what ways does the chapter 
say this makes us like God? 

9. Does your church incorporate or emphasize 
silence in its worship? If so, what are some of 
the ways it does this? If not, do you think it 
should? 

10. The chapter makes the case that silence is 
both important and something that mysteri-
ously connects God, creation, and our selves 
to each other: a kind of communion of 
sience. Do you agree? What then might the 
increase in noise pollution signify? 

11. What are some of the reasons why some 
people pursue noise and distraction?  

12. What do you think Scripture means by the 
‘still, small voice of God’? 

13. Are there things you do, or can do, that reg-
ularly provide times for silence and reflec-
tion? 

Craig Lwyd, pp. 63-4. 
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Chapter 6 

Gwyn ap Nudd: Words 

Key Terms 
landscape  All the visible features of an area of land and how they connect with each other. It 

now ordinarily refers to natural areas, as opposed to cityscapes, though it can of-

ten contain small communities, like villages and hamlets, within it. It should be 

noted that landscape is itself a human construct and based on our own perspec-

tive. It’s usually an aesthetic appreciation rather than a scientific description. 

liturgy There are three primary definitions for liturgy. Most commonly, liturgy refers to a 

written and set form of public worship, often contained within a book, and typi-

cally conforming to inherited patterns. Examples of this are the Book of Common 

Prayer, Common Worship, the Roman Missal, and the Divine Service. Liturgy is 

also used to describe the words, rituals, practices, space, items, and the marking 

of time connected with public worship. Finally, it can refer very generally to any 

collection of practices, rituals, and routines that influence how people understand 

reality. In this sense, a public protest or regularly attending football games can be 

seen as liturgical.  

Slopes of Cadair Idris with whisps of ‘dragon’s breath’ 
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Discussion Questions 
1. Are there any legends or folktales set where 

you live? How about any urban myths about 
your town or stories about its founding? Do 
the stories evoke any feelings or images 
about your home in the past? 

2. Is there a difference between the spoken 
and written word? How about written and 
spoken stories?  

3. How do you prefer to hear stories? For ex-
ample, do you prefer to listen to them on an 
audiobook, read them in an old book, watch 
them on film, hear them retold by campfire? 
Do we listen differently in each of these cas-
es? 

4. What distinction does the chapter make be-
tween stories set in specific landscapes and 
what it calls ‘transportable’ stories (p. 84-5).  

5. ‘Old stories introduce us to people of old in 
whom we don’t find strangers but our-
selves.’ Do you agree? If so, what does this 
tell us about the human condition? 

6. In what ways do words and landscapes inter-
sect? What does the chapter mean when it 

says ’words allow our landscapes to speak us 
into existence (p. 88-9)? Do you agree? 

7. What are different ways that words and 
landscapes ’breath life’ into the Christian 
faith? 

8. List and discuss some of the positive and 
negative impacts the bible has had on the 
world. Can you name examples when its in-
fluence was initially negative but later rein-
terpreted positively? 

9. What are some of the places and times to 
which the bible transports readers through 
their imagination? How important is it that all 
Christians, no matter their denomination, 
inhabit the same biblical landscape? 

10. Are there any places around you named after 
places in the bible? 

11. How does your worship and liturgy connect 
with your building? How does it move you 
through that building? 

12. Why does John call Christ the ‘Word’ at the 
start of his Gospel? 

13. ‘We are living syllables of God’s speech.’ Ex-
plain what the author means by this. 

Llyn y Fan Fach, pp. 80-81. 
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Chapter 7 

Baptism 

Key Terms 
baptism From the Greek word for bath or bathe, it has been the entry rite for Christianity 

since its origins. According to Romans 6, baptism is a way for Christians to share 

in the death and resurrection of Christ. While some churches treat it purely as a 

symbolic act, most consider it a sacrament whereby people are reborn and their 

sins washed away. In some countries, such as Britain, it is more popularly known 

as christening, from the Middle English word for ’making Christian’.  

Logos The Greek word logos, translated as ‘word’, is notoriously difficult to translate. It 

means something like word, reason, intelligibility, understanding. In Greek philos-

ophy, it referred to the knowing by which we know, the reason by which we rea-

son and the understanding by which we understand; it was thought by Stoics to be 

the animating principle of the cosmos. It is the root of our word logic. The Gospel 

of John borrowed the term to refer to Christ, emphasizing his divine and eternal 

nature. Because of this, later theologians identified the Word as that which was 

spoken by God on each day of creation: ‘And God said, Let there be…’. Thus 

Christ, the Word, is he through whom all things are made. 

The font at Brecon Cathedral, p. 103-4. 
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Discussion Questions 
1. Can you describe a time when your first im-

pressions of someone turned out to be com-
pletely wrong? What caused you to form 
your initial impressions? 

2. What is the relationship between our inner 
self and the identity we communicate to oth-
ers? Are the things you believe about your-
self necessarily true? How about the things 
people express about themselves to us? How 
does deception and delusion fit into all this? 

3. Read the Parable of the Good Shepherd (Mt. 
18:12–14) or (Lk. 15:3–7). What is Jesus 
teaching us about strangers? What makes it 
hard to follow that teaching?  

4. What relationship between silence and 
words does this chapter explain? What does 
it mean by ‘narrated landscapes’? How are 
they like people? 

5. How does this chapter understand 
‘tradition’? In what ways do the silent dead 
continue to speak through the living? 

6. Reread the quotes from Wendell Berry on 
pp. 102-3. What point is he making? Do you 
have any personal experiences of what he 
describes? 

7. How can churches be places of local 
knowledge, memory, and culture? Does your 
own church have a culture that has endured 
for generations? How would you describe it? 

8. How do the paradoxes of eternity and time 
and silence and words connect together in 
the font at Brecon Cathedral? What do you 
make of this? 

9. What is symbolized by the traditional place-
ment of a font near the entrance into the 
church? 

10. How are baptismal fonts like Wendell Ber-
ry’s front porch? 

11. How did the early church relate the paradox 
of silence and words to Christ? 

12. What does it mean to say that God spoke 
creation into existence? How does this relate 
to the Logos? 

13. How is an otherwise silent God communi-
cated through stories?  

14. What are some of the main lessons that you 
have learned from Part 1 of the book? Is 
there anything you’ve learned about your 
faith? Your understanding of creation? Of so-
ciety?  

Churchyard at Brecon Cathedral, p. 97. 
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Chapter 8 

Penygadair: The wonderful 

Key Terms 
disenchantment The idea, first proposed by the German sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920), 

that one of the consequences of the Enlightenment, science and industriali-

zation is the gradual disenchantment (Entzauberung) of the world. By this 

he meant that not only that rationalization explained many things that previ-

ously were considered magical or miraculous but also that religious beliefs in 

gods and the supernatural were becoming less plausible. According to We-

ber, disenchantment drains mystery and imaginary richness from the world. 

wonderful The word originally referred only to something that is truly magnificent and 

astounding. This is how it is used in the Authorized Version of the bible. 

Wonder was similarly used, as we see in Seven Wonders of the World, to 

describe things that were in a class of their own in size and beauty. It comes 

from wunder, the Old English word for an object of astonishment. It was 

often coupled with the word awe, which described the emotional response 

to encountering something wonderful. 

 

  Penygadair, p. 
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Discussion Questions 
1. What are some experiences you have had of 

wonder?   

2. What does it mean to have a sense of won-
der? 

3. What are some of the reasons why many 
people lose their sense of wonder as they 
grow older? 

4. Are there particular kinds of landscapes that 
most fill you with wonder (e.g., mountains, a 
forest, the ocean)? What is it about them 
that most delights you? 

5. According to David Orr, what is so im-
portant about having a sense of wonder? Do 
you agree? 

6. What experiences have you had of some-
thing wonderful that later lost some of its 
magic? Why was this? 

7. What does it mean to say that the world has 
been ‘disenchanted’? Do you agree with this 
assessment? How might ‘enchantment’ con-
nect with living sustainably? 

8. Do you agree with Descartes that a sense of 

wonder can ‘entirely block or pervert the 
use of reason’? What is the relationship be-
tween wonder and rational inquiry? 

9. What might it mean for us to ‘gladly accept 
our creatureliness’ (p. 122)? Do you see hu-
man beings as standing above or within cre-
ation? What difference does this make? 

10. What connection does this chapter make 
between wonders and tourism?  

11. What did ‘joy’ mean to C.S. Lewis? How is 
this connected to wonder? 

12. Explain why this chapter argues that a sense 
of wonder is vital to human flourishing. Do 
you agree? 

13. How is wonder essential for a religious 
frame of mind? 

14. What is the relationship between wonder 
and humility? 

15. Why might this chapter state that without 
wonder, there’s normally ’only drudgery or 
wills bent towards rapacity’?  

16. How does a sense of wonder anchored in 
the sacred create healthy limits on us?  

Llyn Cau reflecting the sunrise, p. 114. 
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Chapter 9 

Rhiw Gwredydd: The commonplace 

Key Terms 
Benedictines The earliest major order of monasticism in the western Christianity, Benedic-

tine monasticism was founded by St Benedict of Nursia (d. 547) at Monte Cas-

sino in Italy. Its famous Rule sought to moderate earlier, harsher rules and to 

provide a practical way for monks to live and pray self-sufficiently within their 

monasteries. Central to the Rule was the idea of ora et labora (prayer and 

work), which describes the life of a monk.  

humility In popular usage, it often refers to self-deprecation, which is close to its origi-

nal meaning of lowliness. It is derived from the same word as humus, probably 

a reference to being low to the ground. Theologically, it means taking a prop-

er measure of ones strengths and weaknesses in order to avoid pride and false 

modesty.  

stabilitas This is the Latin word for ‘stability’ in the sense of remaining in place (as when 

we say something is in a ‘stable condition’). In his Rule, Benedict uses the 

word to describe a monk’s rootedness to his or her community. He opposes 

it to those who wander from place to place. 

Stone wall on descent into Rhiw Gwredydd, p.  
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Discussion Questions 
1. What are some of the reasons this chapter 

gives for why we feel the need to escape 
ordinary life? What are some popular kinds 
of escape? 

2. In what ways is our sense of the common-
place unstable and ever-changing? Why 
might this be? 

3. What are some examples of wonders that 
we now take for granted? Is this true, global-
ly or just in the West? 

4. In what ways do we treat ourselves as art? 
Are there any problems with this? 

5. What do you make of the chapter’s argu-
ment that most people in the West are 
more like the rich man than Lazarus in Jesus’ 
parable (Luke 16:19-31)? Do you agree? 

6. What are some of the costs mentioned in 
the chapter that come with treating won-
ders as ordinary? Are there others? 

7. What lessons does the author learn from 

taking funerals? Imagine your own eulogy. 
What things will people likely remember 
you for? How many of these are ordinary? 

8. What does this chapter mean when it says 
that we grow and are shaped in the com-
monplace reality of our lives? 

9. What does Phil. 2.5-7 teach us about ordi-
nary life and perhaps also about human am-
bition? 

10. How has the ordinariness of Christ influ-
enced the world? How does the Christmas 
story emphasize this? 

11. Have you known any ordinary saints? If so, 
what did you learn from them? What made 
them holy? 

12. How are limits good for human beings?  

13. What does Norman Wirzba mean by the 
‘art of the commonplace’ (p. 141)? 

14. What did St Benedict mean by stabilitas? 

15. How does stability enable us to enjoy the 
commonplace better? Do you agree? 

An old road during trek in Provence, p. 132             . 
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Chapter 10 

The Eucharist 

Key Terms 
Eucharist From the Greek word for ‘thanksgiving’, Eucharist is the most ancient term 

used for Christian worship involving the reception of bread and wine. It is also 

known as the Mass and Holy Communion. Churches that believe it to be a 

sacrament generally also believe that Christ is present in some fashion in the 

bread and wine or through its reception. This belief is based in part on 

Christ’s words, ‘This is my body’ and ‘This is my blood’, said during the Last 

Supper.  

Impressionism A 19th-century school of painting, originating in France, that sought to recre-

ate their impressions of nature rather than create representations of it. Fa-

mous Impressionist painters include Claude Monet, Èdouard Manet, Pierre-

Auguste Renoit, and Paul Cèzanne. 

View from a ???? On the Tour du Mont Blanc, p. 144. 
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Discussion Questions 
1. In what ways are natural wonders different 

from man-made ones? 

2. What are some examples of man-made 
wonders seeking to out do nature? What 
examples are damaging to the world or de-
rive from a destructive mindset? Are there 
examples of man-made wonders benefiting 
the world? What is the difference? 

3. How do modern wonders prevent people 
from enjoying natural wonders? 

4. How many of your pastimes and delights 
connect you with nature or cost the envi-
ronment nothing? What ones come at a so-
cial or ecological price? 

5. What two lessons does the ordinariness of 
natural wonders teach us? 

6. Do you believe that beauty is objective or 
subjective? Why? 

7. What point was Thomas Traherne trying to 
make in the quotes on pp. 148-9? 

8. How are artists ’communicators of nature’? 
Is this true of all art? Why or why not? 

9. What lessons are drawn from Paul Cèzanne? 

10. What does this chapter mean by 
’intentionality’? What are some of the ways 
suggested for training ourselves to enjoy the 
commonplace? 

11. What other activities besides art, gardening, 
crafts, and farming teach people to find 
wonder in the commonplace? 

12. What is meant by ’spectacle’ on pg. 154. 
What are some examples? 

13. How is the Incarnation an example of the 
wonderful uniting with the commonplace? 

14. How is the Incarnation like a marriage? Wat 
does this teach us about our vocation as 
Christians? 

15. How does the Eucharist symbolize the para-
dox of wonder and the commonplace? How 
does this align with your own understanding 
of the Eucharist? 

16. Reread the quote from Alexander Schme-
mann on pp. 156-7. What point is he mak-
ing? 

17. What are the main lessons you have learned 
from Part 2 of the book? Is there anything 
you’ve learned about your faith? Your un-
derstanding of creation? Society? Do these 
connect in any way with the lessons you 

Laugavegur Trail in Iceland, p. 114. 
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Chapter 11 

Inhabiting Hiraeth & Tangnefedd 
Key Terms 

hiraeth There is no exact equivalent of hiraeth in the English language. At times it is de-

scribed as nostalgia or homesickness for a place one will probably never see 

again. It’s a deep and melancholic longing, shared by xiles and emigrants, for their 

homeland (specifically Wales). Although an ancient idea, its popularity in Welsh 

thought is largely due to 19th-century Romanticism.  

nuptial An adjective for anything that pertains to a wedding or marriage. In A Pilgrimage 

of Paradoxes, it is used to describe the conjoining of different and often opposing 

ideas and things. 

Sabbath Within Judaism, the Sabbath is the day of rest when no work is to be done. It is 

based on the biblical teaching that God rested on the final day of creation. This 

was interpreted by later Jewish thinkers as describing the perfect state of peace 

and harmony that should exist between God, his People, and the land. 

tangneffedd The Welsh word for ‘peace’ used in the Welsh Eucharist (cymun bendigaid) dur-

ing the sharing of the Peace. Theologically, it expresses peace as a state of being 

rather than just the absence of conflict and, therefore, is akin to the Jewish idea 

of Sabbath. 
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Discussion Questions 
1. What reasons does the author give for why 

his trek on Cadair Idris affected him so 
much? In what ways do our emotions shape 
how our experiences affect us? Do you have 
your own examples? 

2. What does the author mean by ‘solidities of 
life’? Do you agree with this view? 

3. In ‘How To Be A Poet’, Berry writes: ‘There 
are no unsacred places;/ there are only sa-
cred places/ and desecrated places’. Discuss 
what he means in light of this chapter. 

4. The author learned that the paradoxes he 
has described don’t contend with each oth-
er but rather ‘dance joyfully around each 
other’. What does he mean by this? 

5. What are some examples of warring dual-
isms that we’ve created? Why are they set 
against each other? 

6. What is the reason given for why we might 
be called to love our enemies?  

7. What do you make of the author’s argument 
that marriage is a better metaphor for deal-
ing with difference than warfare? What 
might this mean in reality? 

8. What does the creation story in Genesis 
teach us about difference? 

9. What does it mean to delight? How is this 
different from entertainment? 

10. How is the bible like a Shakespearean com-
edy? 

11. What does this chapter mean by the church 
having a nuptial mission? 

12. How does inhabiting a place provide us with 
a different perspective than when we stand 
apart? 

13. How is ‘inhabiting’ essential to being human? 
What does this mean in practical terms? 

14. How does the author use the Welsh con-
cept of hiraeth? Does hiraeth describe any 
of your own feelings or experiences? 

15. How does the author use the Welsh con-
cept of tangnefedd? How is it like the Jewish 
idea of Sabbath? 

16. How do the paradoxes described in the 
book connect with hiraeth and tangnefedd? 
What does this teach us about the Christian 
faith? 

17. Having now read the book, in what ways 
was the author’s trek on Cadair Idris a pil-
grimage? 

18. What are the biggest lessons or insights 
you’ve gained during your own pilgrimage 
through the book? 

The author during his ascent to Penygadair 
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