When the Roof Forest Burns
(a photographic essay)

It was shocking to see the cathedral of Notre Dame—Our Lady —burning, though she’s
not really MY Lady (Lady Liberty with her burning torch is a French creation | celebrate,
even reverence). While keeping in mind the obscene amount of human energy and
resources that go into these mammoth structures, | can appreciate the artisan
imagination and architectural beauty of them. Whether churches or mosques,
synagogues or temples, | greatly admire the wonder of their construction, even when |
can’t help but wonder what better use the funds and facilities could be put to (let’s first
rebuild the burned Black churches at least, and the shot-up synagogues and
mosques).

When | watched the roof of the medieval monolith in Paris burning and heard that it
was called “the forest” —after the living land that was cleared for the wood—I| had a
flashback to the day | stood beneath that “forest of faith” to take the bread of
communion with hundreds of other tourists. | recall the feeling that was less “sacred”
than “an experience to remember.” It was the first time I’d eaten of the Eucharist
without the juice, the wine, the blood. Only bread. | walked out impressed, but
unsatisfied. The place was magnificent and memorable yet not a place one could
easily find something to call “divine.” One could look up in awe, but what of the sky?

If only then | had seen “the forest.”

In honor of that forest, the scaffold of trunks and branches that the world saw
consumed in flames, | offer a selection of my photographs of trees that have been
sanctuaries and shelters—living roofs— for me. As John Muir saw it, they are the
temples, like Yosemite, “lit from above” with a light that doesn’t desecrate or destroy.
They only lose their “sacredness” when chopped down for some “holy place” where
people believe God will dwell. | offer these images as my essay, beyond words and
beyond belief. . .

Chris Highland
2019

(originally published on Patheos, with my photographs)



