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Have you ever wanted to live in a tent?  When I was a kid, my father would take us camping every summer.  We never had cabins or campers or anything like that, that wouldn’t be real camping.  We stayed in tents.  And I always thought it might be pretty cool to live in a tent.  There’s a certain attraction to living close to outdoors, the smells of the forest, the starts at night, the slapping of the canvas of the tent flaps in the wind, the warmth of the tent in the afternoon sun.  I’ve really missed that over the years.  So five years ago when I drove back to Washington State for a college reunion I decided to camp along the way.  I stopped one afternoon in Theodore Roosevelt National Park in western North Dakota—one of the overlooked gems of our national parks.  I pitched my tent at t site near the Missouri river and settled in for the night.  This was everything I remembered.  And more.  More because soon the sky got dark and then sort of greenish.  That’s when a ranger came by and warned all the campers that we were in a tornado warning and where the local shelter house was.  That’s when it started to rain, and then really rain and the wind started to blow, and then the rain changed to hail.  I didn’t remember this bit about staying in a tent.  So I quickly grabbed what I needed and got into my car and discovered that with the seat reclined I could be quite comfortable without the tent.

It was quite the adventure, but I still miss tent camping.  A tent’s closeness to nature and it’s mobility are sometimes offset by it’s fragility.  I’ve been thinking about this this week for a couple or reasons.  Fisrt of all because of the lesson that Jilisa read for us in which God tells David not to build him a house.  Up until this time the ark of the covenant had been carried around wherever the people went and when they settled in the land it was still kept in a tabernacle, which is a fancy word for a tent.  In the people’s mind, God was a nomad, he lived in a tent.  The other reason I’ve been thinking about this is because this week is an anniversary of sorts, the anniversary of one of my favorite stories from history.  One hundred years ago, in December of 1911 no human being had yet set foot on the South Pole.  Around the turn of the century several nations mounted expeditions to try to accomplish this feat.  British, French, Belgian, German, Swedish, and Japanese groups all tried to be the ones to reach the pole first.  This is often called the Heroic Age of Antarctic exploration.  Heroic because the freezing temperatures and vast distances the teams had to travel were all exacerbated by the lack of many of our modern advances in transport and communication.  The world had to wait for weeks or months to hear of a team’s success or failure.  In December of 1911, two teams raced for the pole.  By race I mean that they were traveling on foot 1800 miles.  If you can imagine walking from Richland to Phoenix, Arizona and then imagine that the typical temperature for your stroll would be -20 to -40 degrees below zero, and that there were no roads or restaurants along the way and you had to spend each night in a tent, you have some idea of why this was a heroic task.

In December of 1911 a Norwegian team under Roald Amundsen and a British team led by Robert Falcon Scott were both trying to get to the pole.  On the 14th of December, Amundsen’s team got there first, raised the Norwegian flag, took some pictures and turned around to head north as quickly as they could.  At the same time Scott’s team was dividing up.  Scott’s team was eight men who had come more than 1500 miles toward the pole, but there were not enough supplies for all, so Scott sent three of them back and he and four others continued on toward the pole.  In January of 1912, they also reached the pole, to their complete disappointment to find they were the second people to arrive.  They found the Norwegian flag and a letter to them from the other team.  They began the disappointing journey back north.  The three men Scott had sent back earlier arrived at the main camp after an arduous and dangerous journey and waited for the other five to return.  The waited and waited, but Scott’s team failed to arrive.  April and May arrived and in the southern hemisphere, that is the beginning of winter and the time when the continent does not even see the sun.  Travel was impossible, so Scott’s men waited until October of 1912 to retrace their steps to the pole in search of Robert Scott and the others. On November 12th they saw what looked like a pile of snow with a staff sticking out of it.  When they investigated they found it was not a staff but a tentpole and under the snow, frozen, still in their tent were Robert Scott and their other comrades.
I suppose this is one of my favorite stories from history because of the heroism, the enormous obstacles overcome, but also because of the tent.  They took tents so they could have some protection from the wind and cold, but also so they could travel light and far.  If you’ve ever gone backpacking and taken your tent and sleeping bag, you know how important it is to travel light.  When the Lord speaks to David he tells him that he is comfortable traveling in a tent.  Later in John’s gospel it famously begins with the words, “In the beginning was the Word,” and then “the Word became flesh and lived among us.”  But that’s not actually what it says—literally it says that the Word became flesh and tented among us.  He came and lived in his tent among us.  
To me that means that like with a tent, God is a traveler.  We don’t go and find God in a temple or a church or any place else.  He comes to be with us—he‘s a nomad, he lives in a tent.  But tents aren’t just mobile, they’re also fragile.  Scott and Amundsen and the other explorers in their tents as the Antarctic blizzards whipped around them may have wished for something more solid.  But we’re the ones who want to build monuments, plant flags, create great Temples like Solomon.  A good symbol of God, especially at this time of year is the tent.  Christmas is the celebration of the incarnation, it is when the Angel Gabriel came to Mary and told her that God was going to come to her—tenting in fragile human flesh.  This is a God who is constantly ready to pull up stakes and move where we go, sleep where we sleep and be buffeted by the same blizzards that blow snow into our faces. Even when faced with danger and death, God stays with us.  This is Immanuel. This is God with us.

Several years after his expedition with Robert Scott one of the explorers who found the tragic tent with Scott and his comrades, an Irishman named Tom Crean found himself back in the Antarctic on another ill-fated expedition with Ernest Shackleton.  On that journey their ship was captured by the pack ice and crushed.  The men escaped by dragging the life boats across the ice until they reached open water, then setting sail in three small boats, arriving at a small uninhabited island.  After some time there Shackleton, Crean and four others set sail in an open boat for South Georgia Island, 800 miles away, where they had begun a year earlier.  After a tremendous voyage they arrived at South Georgia.  But the only settlement was whaling station on the east side, their boat had barely made it with a broken rudder to a small cove on the west side.  Three of them, Shackleton, Crean and a seaman named Worsley decided they had no option but to hike across the island.  South Georgia is a hostile wilderness with a rugged interior that is a jumble of rocky cliffs, snow fields, treacherous crevasses and steep icy slopes.  There were no maps of the way across because no one had ever crossed the interior of that island, but true to that heroic age, Shackleton, Worsley and Crean were the first and they brought rescue to their men.  But later, when they discuss their crossing of the unexplored island, each of the three men confessed that when they thought back on the hike they remembered that there were four of them, not three.  But there were only the three men who crossed the island together, unless you accept the words of each of those three, who believed that one who comes to pitch his tent with us, in whatever circumstance is upon us, was their companion on the march.  The angel came to Mary, announcing the coming of one, who if we walk with our eyes open we will never be left alone.
