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York City—including, not coincidentally, that 
symbol of freedom, the Statue of Liberty—
the Chairman, exasperated, capitulates to his 
determined human adversaries. He will allow 
the Plan to be adjusted. Love (not to mention 
human agency and the freedom and capacity 
to choose a course of action) triumphs over 
the Plan orchestrated by the Chairman.

This is the narrative moment that so dis-
appoints Dana Stevens and other critics. To 
them, David and Elise’s triumph seems too 
facile against the backdrop of so thoroughly 
determined a world. But this, I would argue, 
is precisely where philosophical compatibil-
ism comes in to save the film. In some forms 
of classical compatibilism, the determined 
world is simply a set of impediments that 
obstruct our aspirations. They stand in the 
way of our desires, and we are meant, by ex-
ercise of our free will, to surmount these im-
pediments to achievement (including moral 
achievement) and fulfillment. No less a fig-
ure than Thomas Hobbes put it this way in 
The Leviathan: our freedom in this world of 
impediments consists in “find[ing] no stop, 
in doing what [w]e ha[ve] the will, desire, 
or inclination to do.” Surely, external forces 
exist to determine our fate, and even to co-
erce us into acting contrary to what the will 
and heart desire. But the power of human 
agency and the desire to act unencumbered 

by external constraint allow us to resist, and 
sometimes to inhibit (or even vanquish) 
those external forces. Our destinies are not 
altogether shaped by cosmic plans, the laws 
of nature, or, I would add, by our genes, nur-
turing, and environment; nor are they com-
pletely determined by the triumphs and er-
rors of our past. We live in a world in which 
these powerful forces surely help shape our 
possibilities for action, but there is never 
any moment in time when only a single fu-
ture is possible. Metaphysical conditions 
allow us to choose from a spectrum of op-
tions; we are not simply determined.

Seen in this light, The Adjustment Bureau 
is less an allegory of the clash between fate 
and free will and is more about the capac-
ity of humans to choose among a limited 
spectrum of possibilities—limited because 
our world and selves are also, to some ex-
tent, determined. The film is, in the end, 
about the heroic human capacity to strug-
gle against the grim and seemingly omnip-
otent forces of destiny, to act as relatively 
free agents and to choose the good and the 
fulfilling. If I am right about this, The Ad-
justment Bureau is not only successful as a 
conventional political thriller. It is also a 
film that has understood the world and the 
human condition far more profoundly than 
its critics would have us believe. 

 natural revelations,” susan 
Swartz’s recent exhibit and re-
lated book, continues the vener-

able tradition of artists who find in na-
ture their prime window on the divine. 
I comment on it, not as an art specialist, 
but rather as a historian of religion noting 
the links among art, religion, and nature 
that her work might suggest—and it may 
help a bit that I am very much at home 
in the outdoors, especially in the moun-
tain world of rock, forest, lakes, and snow 
that frequently appear in Susan Swartz’s 
paintings. “Natural Revelations” sug-
gests—intentionally or unconsciously, but 
very much in fact—numerous worldwide 
traditions involving the religious under-

standing of nature as a primary witness to 
transcendence. 

The global history of religion testifies 
again and again to the powerful, often 
revelatory or inspirational roles that the 
wonders and, yes, terrors of nature have 
played in our shared human experience. 
Swartz’s electrifying paintings focus in 
particular on the wonders and the mag-
nificence—an emphasis that echoes the 
oldest spiritual and aesthetic intuitions of 
our species. Her art radiates the convic-
tion that nature reveals that which tran-
scends our physical universe and our frag-
ile experience as mortal beings in perilous 
passage through a world vastly larger than 
ourselves or even our imagining.

“Natural Revelations,” 
an exhibit of paintings 
by Susan Swartz, 2008.

Reading the ‘Book of Nature’
by william a.  graham

art

paintings—page 
72: Afterglow, 36 x 36, 
acrylic on linen; page 73: 
Amazing Grace, 72 x 72, 
acrylic on linen.

harvard divinity bulletin .  71

York City—including, not coincidentally, that 
symbol of freedom, the Statue of Liberty—
the Chairman, exasperated, capitulates to his 
determined human adversaries. He will allow 
the Plan to be adjusted. Love (not to mention 
human agency and the freedom and capacity 
to choose a course of action) triumphs over 
the Plan orchestrated by the Chairman.

This is the narrative moment that so dis-
appoints Dana Stevens and other critics. To 
them, David and Elise’s triumph seems too 
facile against the backdrop of so thoroughly 
determined a world. But this, I would argue, 
is precisely where philosophical compatibil-
ism comes in to save the film. In some forms 
of classical compatibilism, the determined 
world is simply a set of impediments that 
obstruct our aspirations. They stand in the 
way of our desires, and we are meant, by ex-
ercise of our free will, to surmount these im-
pediments to achievement (including moral 
achievement) and fulfillment. No less a fig-
ure than Thomas Hobbes put it this way in 
The Leviathan: our freedom in this world of 
impediments consists in “find[ing] no stop, 
in doing what [w]e ha[ve] the will, desire, 
or inclination to do.” Surely, external forces 
exist to determine our fate, and even to co-
erce us into acting contrary to what the will 
and heart desire. But the power of human 
agency and the desire to act unencumbered 

by external constraint allow us to resist, and 
sometimes to inhibit (or even vanquish) 
those external forces. Our destinies are not 
altogether shaped by cosmic plans, the laws 
of nature, or, I would add, by our genes, nur-
turing, and environment; nor are they com-
pletely determined by the triumphs and er-
rors of our past. We live in a world in which 
these powerful forces surely help shape our 
possibilities for action, but there is never 
any moment in time when only a single fu-
ture is possible. Metaphysical conditions 
allow us to choose from a spectrum of op-
tions; we are not simply determined.

Seen in this light, The Adjustment Bureau 
is less an allegory of the clash between fate 
and free will and is more about the capac-
ity of humans to choose among a limited 
spectrum of possibilities—limited because 
our world and selves are also, to some ex-
tent, determined. The film is, in the end, 
about the heroic human capacity to strug-
gle against the grim and seemingly omnip-
otent forces of destiny, to act as relatively 
free agents and to choose the good and the 
fulfilling. If I am right about this, The Ad-
justment Bureau is not only successful as a 
conventional political thriller. It is also a 
film that has understood the world and the 
human condition far more profoundly than 
its critics would have us believe. 

 natural revelations,” susan 
Swartz’s recent exhibit and re-
lated book, continues the vener-

able tradition of artists who find in na-
ture their prime window on the divine. 
I comment on it, not as an art specialist, 
but rather as a historian of religion noting 
the links among art, religion, and nature 
that her work might suggest—and it may 
help a bit that I am very much at home 
in the outdoors, especially in the moun-
tain world of rock, forest, lakes, and snow 
that frequently appear in Susan Swartz’s 
paintings. “Natural Revelations” sug-
gests—intentionally or unconsciously, but 
very much in fact—numerous worldwide 
traditions involving the religious under-

standing of nature as a primary witness to 
transcendence. 

The global history of religion testifies 
again and again to the powerful, often 
revelatory or inspirational roles that the 
wonders and, yes, terrors of nature have 
played in our shared human experience. 
Swartz’s electrifying paintings focus in 
particular on the wonders and the mag-
nificence—an emphasis that echoes the 
oldest spiritual and aesthetic intuitions of 
our species. Her art radiates the convic-
tion that nature reveals that which tran-
scends our physical universe and our frag-
ile experience as mortal beings in perilous 
passage through a world vastly larger than 
ourselves or even our imagining.

“Natural Revelations,” 
an exhibit of paintings 
by Susan Swartz, 2008.

Reading the ‘Book of Nature’
by william a.  graham

art

paintings—page 
72: Afterglow, 36 x 36, 
acrylic on linen; page 73: 
Amazing Grace, 72 x 72, 
acrylic on linen.



72 .  summer/autumn 2011

“Natural Revelations” also echoes the 
major theme, especially pronounced in 
Jewish, Christian, and Islamic monothe-
ism, of the “book of nature” as a tactile 
source of divine revelations that is anal-
ogous to (and of course even antecedent 
to) verbal divine revelations in the “book 
of scripture.” Ralph Waldo Emerson ex-
presses this idea as follows: “Nature is a 
language and every new fact that we learn 
is a new word; but rightly seen, taken all 
together it is not merely a language but the 
language put together into a most signifi-
cant and universal book.”q In the West, the 
idea is of course much older: Ernst Robert 
Curtius famously traced its history back to 
the Middle Ages, or even to Plotinus, who 
said that his own art was “to read the writ-
ten characters of Nature. . . .”r

Another vivid example of this “book of 
nature” as analog to the “book of scripture” 
can be found in the Islamic tradition in the 
usage of the qur’anic text itself. The word 
that the Qur’an uses for the units of rev-

elation, the individual verses of its text, is 
ayât (sing., ayah), which is exactly the same 
word the Qur’an also employs for the pat-
ent signs of God in the natural world. Thus 
God’s revelations to humanity are found 
both in his signs in nature and in his signs 
in scripture. The Qur’an constantly re-
minds us that our world overflows with 
clear tokens of God’s creative and sustain-
ing power. Furthermore, it portrays God’s 
creation as naturally engaged in perpetual 
praise of him: birds on the wing; rain after 
drought; wind on the sea; mountains lifted 
up against the sky; the alternation of sun 
and moon, day and night; even the shad-
ows of trees that prostrate themselves on 
the ground in the low light of dawn and 
sunset—all are understood to be worship-
ing their creator in their natural activities 
and orientations. Consequently, the “signs 
of God” in both nature and scripture tes-
tify to God’s power and majesty. Those who 
have eyes to see and ears to hear are pre-
sented with clear tokens of God and his 
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sovereignty both in his creation itself and 
in his explicit verbal revelations.

The idea of revelation usually references 
a supreme divinity as its source, but it is 
also the case that a perceptive scientist may 
reject God yet still marvel at what nature 

“reveals” to the careful investigator. Witness 
the almost reverent words of the renowned 
biologist, E. O. Wilson, who would hardly 
describe himself as religious: 

We took a wrong turn when we 
launched the Neolithic revolution. We 
have been trying ever since to ascend from 
rather than to Nature. It is not too late 
for us to come around, without losing the 
quality of life already gained, in order to 
receive the deeply fulfilling beneficence 
of humanity’s natural heritage.y 

Wilson’s “deeply fulfilling beneficence” 
is what the religiously sensitive perceive as 
more than nature’s gift alone. For me it recalls 
Albert Schweizer’s Reverence for Life, Ehr-
furcht vor dem Leben, a religious ethic that 

sees all life-forms as God-given and thus 
worthy of (and requiring) our reverence. For 
me, “religion” can be described well as most 
fundamentally the conviction that there is 
more to the world than meets the eye—a 

“more” that transcends both humanity and 
nature. Susan Swartz’s art portrays nature 
as the realm par excellence where human-
ity encounters that transcendence. In na-
ture she finds God’s visible—indeed, his 
brilliantly visible—hand. The spiritual lens 
she turns on the natural world and her joy-
ous, expansive response to the glories of 
creation speak quite differently, but no 
less evocatively, than other great nature art, 
from an Altamira cave painting or Chinese 
landscape to a Bierstadt panorama or one 
of Cezanne’s landscape vistas. Her paint-
ings recall us positively to what is good, true, 
beautiful, and, yes, sacred, in the natural 
world we inhabit but too often fail to ap-
preciate. 

Artists are often likened to prophets, 
as they intuit and reveal things the rest of 
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Deciding to Trust  
by bradley shingleton

In a letter she wrote in 1962, 
the novelist Flannery O’Connor rec-
ommended to her correspondent a 

book by a young Swiss Catholic theologian 
named Hans Küng, adding that his views 
had attracted some controversy. It is safe 
to say that few, if any, theologians who drew 
attention outside of the professional guild 
in 1962 are still active and controversial to-
day. Küng and his ideas have staying power.

Küng’s latest book, What I Believe, was a 
bestseller in Germany when it appeared in 
2009. The reception of the book in Europe 
is due in part to Küng’s continuing promi-
nence on the European cultural scene; in 

What I Believe, by 
Hans Küng, translated 
by John Bowden. 
Continuum, 224 pages, 
$24.95.

contrast, his profile in North America 
seems to have receded somewhat, although 
he continues to lecture in this country. Se-
rious theologians such as Küng seem to 
enjoy a broader public audience in secular-
ized Europe than they do in putatively pi-
ous America. Perhaps this is because, par-
ticularly in the German-speaking regions, 
there is a continuing reverence for the 

“Great Thinker.” Or perhaps German read-
ers, having shed their religious habituations, 
are hungry for reminders that religion can 
still matter to thoughtful, intelligent people

In any event, What I Believe has now ap-
peared in the United States in an excel-

us cannot otherwise see or fail to inter-
pret adequately. When we contemplate 
Swartz’s abstract visions in “Afterglow” and 

“Heaven,” or her more naturalistic “Amaz-
ing Grace” and the “Autumn’s Bounty” trip-
tych, “revelatory” does not seem an out-
of-place attribute—whether you find the 
revelation to be of God’s hand or simply, 
with E. O. Wilson, nature’s “deeply fulfill-
ing beneficence.” Swartz’s very titles ref-
erence her own faith, just as her signing of 
each work with “Glory to God” reminds us 
that she intends her visions of nature to be, 
in William Wordsworth’s phrase, “intima-
tions of immortality.” Even the nonbeliever 
has to see in a work such as her “Purple 
Majesty” a stunning revelation of the tran-
sitory world of natural change over against 
the eternal backdrop of sun, sky, and finally 
the wider universe. 

Swartz reads nature’s book most acutely 
through uncanny renderings of aspens, 
wildflowers, fall colors, and blue waters. 
However, her work also pushes us beyond 
purely naturalistic images of tree trunks, 
pastel flowers, autumn leaves, and windy 
seas. In it we find natural objects transfig-
ured through the play of light and shade 
by a reverent eye into something more, re-
flecting something beyond nature. There is 
little of traditional “naturalism” in her of-
ten abstract work, but much that is at once 

natural and more-than-natural. Swartz sees 
in nature’s displays truly “more than meets 
the eye”—and she pushes us to share her 
visions of divine gifts, to see the “more” of-
fered all about us, to hear nature telling 
us that, as the poet Mary Oliver puts it in 

“Wild Geese”:

the world offers itself to your imagination,
calls to you like the wild geese . . .
over and over announcing your place 
in the family of things.

Swartz’s paintings startle us with their 
intensity and brilliance, serving as lenses 
on nature’s breathtaking beauty. In doing so, 
they call us back to our own remembered 
encounters with nature and, for many of us, 
nature’s source.

Susan Swartz’s paintings enable us to 
stand with her apart from nature while 
simultaneously seeing it anew, in the light 
of her deep awareness of its creator and 
sustainer. Whatever our personal faith or 
philosophy, her work reminds us, as the 
American nature traveler Estwick Evans 
noted in 1818, that “there is something in 
the very name of wilderness which charms 
the ear, and soothes the spirit. . . . There 
is religion in it.”i When we step into the 
kaleidoscopic world of Susan Swartz’s 
paintings, it is hard not to feel that she 
shares this view.  
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