Writing and Rambling through Creation
A collection of essays, poems, and photographs

Matt Ragland

Thank You for Reading
I have always enjoyed writing, telling stories, taking pictures, and challenging myself physically. All of those things have
come together in this short little collection. The photographs were taken primarily at National Parks around the country, my
home of Black Mountain, NC, and other particular places. I have been many other beautiful places, and written a good
many other things, but it was in some of these places in particular, that I was able to sit with my thoughts and put pen to
paper. As I said at the start, writing is something I enjoy doing, but do not always do. Read more on that struggle in “A
Night at Cathedral Lake” and “A Night in the Backcountry”. I hope to continue to write, and have some more ideas on what
to write, but I said I was going to ship on May 1st, and that is today. Mainly, this is a big step because writing, rambling
through creation, and challenges are all things that I believe God has put inside me to be things I love doing. I feel called
to them. Itʼs during these moments (and others) that I feel the truest sense of myself. So I hope that you who read these
pages also feel a calling to do the things you feel intrinsically motivated and excited to do.
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Legal stuff
I did not paint the picture next to “Chores on a Winter Morning”, but found it on Google. I titled the poem before I saw it,
but the painting is actually titled the exact same thing! I canʼt find it again as of printing, so thanks to whoever painted it
and I will take it off if needed. The poem was actually inspired by a photo in the Patagonia Winter catalog, its of a man
stepping out of his house in snowy Montana. I thought about what may be going through his mind, and compared it with
what I had to do for my family when we lost power in a snowstorm last winter. The poem “In to the Darkness” is fully
inspired by another Patagonia photo, I believe it was in the fall catalog last year. It is of dawn breaking down on El Capitan
in Yosemite, and I just imagined the climbers going up in to the darkness, and emerging in the light. All photographs were
taken by me or my wife, Morgan. All writings are original content, for better or for worse. Thanks again for reading.

What Makes a Man?
Is it the sweat of his brow?
The work of his hands?
What about his mind, the problems he solves?
I cannot find an answer on how to evolve
Consider the adventures he seeks
A heart running wild
In pursuit of the truth
Money, fame, achievement, the love of another?
A relationship with God, his true father
Being pulled in different ways, following the hand that pays
Never took the time to center
Now its digging in like a splinter
I have to go back to what is first
Drink from the cup that quenches thirst
Back track, come back, pick up the slack
Fix the things that are out of whack
The making of a Man?
Live simply, act justly, walk humbly with your God
Love those around you, improve their lives
Never stop seeing the wonder before your eyes

Chores on a Winter Morning

Darkness, of course
The work of the day begins before the sun
Feet on the ground, soon in boots
Hat on head
Silent, of course
Loved ones tucked away, sleeping
Depending on warmth and food
The Lord has provided me, to provide for them
Strong coffee, of course
Jacket and gloves, the smell of oiled leather
Dog heeled to the left
Ax in the right, we step out
Cold, of course
Move through the snow, the biting wind
Clearing a path, a human snowplow
Left the damn shovel inside
Wood, of course
Thankful it is split, from chores in the fall
Gather logs, then eggs
Dog turns the snow yellow
Back inside, and fast!
Woodstove loaded and lit, radiating warmth
Food for the dog, always first
Now for a practice, and prayer
Good morning my love, of course
Breakfast is made, fills the house
Kids are awake, ready to move
Now, time for work

In to the Darkness
In to the Darkness, we ascend
Just us two, boyhood friends
Surrounded by black, we hear the cry
Of eagles above, ruling the sky
I feel the chill, of wind in the narrows
It pierces my skin, like ice-tipped arrows
The ascent begins, fingers clinging to granite
Challenges infinite
Higher they climb
I can go no higher! I say in fear
Man, up is the only way, he says in my ear
And still we ascend, Up from the Darkness
We rise in to the light, sun stars glittering
Obscuring our sight, a hand slips from the crack
Falling back in to Darkness, curse words I mutter
And the settle the mind, fingers back to granite
Resuming the climb, foot on the rock
Muscle and bone, Body and mind joined together
Driving us home, minutes from the summit
My mind looks back, the journey behind
Up from the black, now we stand
On top of the mountain, the ascent is complete
Joy springs out like a fountain!
Back down now, I say to the other
He nods and agrees, we have much to teach our brothers
So we return, and the Darkness is lit
By the light in our souls
And the words from our lips

Welcome to the Rock
Here is where it all began
On 500 acres of Carolina land
On this land, a young man grows
Roots planted deep, where the maker sows
Adventure! is the call he hears
To move forward, must conquer his fears
Of loneliness, pride, being good enough
To let it all go, forget that stuff
Mentors & peers, shape and mold
Offer the hopes to which he will hold
For there is another Rock, eternal & strong
To this he must cling
But to reach it, he will lose everything
In the losing, he will gain his soul
The meaning he searched for
Will make him whole
There it all began
On 500 acres of Carolina land

The Bus

Just Do Something

Life without a car is a pain
It does not conform to my schedule
I must conform to it
The Bus is a great teacher
Schedule
The Bus is not a friend of those that sleep in
Be awake and about your work
For the Bus will not wait
Patience
Be ready with a book
Thoughts to contemplate
A heart open to conversation
Because the Bus will not wait for you
But you will wait for the Bus
Planning
Know where you want to go
And feel sure of it
There is no option of
“Never mind, I donʼt want to be here”
Because once you step to t he street
You are there
Of course
You could always practice patience again
I learn a lot more on the Bus
Than I do in my car
To be on time, practice patience, and have a plan
But most of all, open to people on the Bus
Instead of shut inside myself, inside my car

We are the anonymous critic
Watching the doers from afar
Seeing the end result
And judging it subpar
I can paint that
Write a song of great beauty
Hit a receiver in the flat
When all along
Sounding quite snooty
The secret we miss
Is that it is all in the doing
Of having a goal
Thatʼs worth pursuing
You think itʼs the first show the band has played?
Donʼt forget the smoky bars
And rickety stage
The thousands of passes the QB will throw
And millions of brushstrokes
to make a big show
While we all sit
Comfortable in our ways
Iʼm up here afraid
But doing just the same
Forward and backward
Not afraid to start
Join me now in the doing, loving, and living
At hand

Cathedral Water
The water here is striking. So clear, smooth, with blue and green
hues. The water will stay with me, I am filled with it. Iʼve seen it
in lakes, creeks, rivers, and going over waterfalls.
A thought I cannot shake is that Iʼm supposed to “purify” the
water before I drink it. This strikes me as very ironic, that this:
Clear
Blue-green
Straight-from-the-heavens-water
Needs to be modified and purified
To be fit for my consumption
But, whenever I see the water
Or even hear it
I am filled with the belief
That I am the one who needs to be cleansed, modified, purified
In order to be fit to be around or even immersed in the liquid
I soak my feet, I wash my face
Cathedral water is pure
I lift my eyes, I gaze across
I pray I will endure

Regressive Americanʼs Manifesto
"
My fellow Americans. I always wanted to say that. Truth is most of the time when a person stands behind a lectern
and says that classic opening line, weʼre not always telling the truth. Weʼre all here, in America, mostly citizens, but we
donʼt know each other very well. What you know about me you read in the paper, online, or from hear from other people.
We donʼt know each other like we used to, in a deep relational way. I could tell you the life story of Tim Tebow, but can I
tell you the life story of the person who lives next door... can you? Truth is weʼve lost our sense of community, of living
together, helping each other, watching the kids, bartering goods and services, and building tree houses. Or maybe,
Americans are doing those things more than ever, and Iʼm just out of touch, and need to get off the stand. I hope so.
"
"
Iʼm here to tell you today that I donʼt have all the answers, canʼt heal all the hurts of the country, and couldnʼt come
close to getting it done in 4 or even 8 years. But, I do have some ideas, and youʼll join me in making our ideas and dreams
work, we can all do it together. Itʼs crazy for anyone to think they he or she has all the answers, but I bet we have at least
1 or 2 of them! I used to be discouraged about trying to change the world, I mean, the world is a big place, with billions of
people, how can I change it for the better? I was thinking big thoughts, and now, Iʼm thinking about things on a smaller
scale. Because what if we all committed time and effort to making just a couple things better? The way we talk with
strangers, or volunteer at the soup kitchen? Could we slowly make each section of the world better? I believe we could.
"
"
There is a lot of talk lately about being progressive. Progressive politics, churches, economics, education, and
more. Always advancing, trying to better the system, churn out more. As for me, Iʼm trying to be more regressive. Iʼm not
talking about only white males being allowed to vote, fire and brimstone, and women not working in the boardroom. Iʼm
talking about not always trading up, about contentment, living simply, and staying behind. I love the American work ethic,
the can-do spirit that can take a group of British rebels and build a country, a civil war nurse to found the American Red
Cross, and a handful of college dropouts to revolutionize computing. Many of us are very blessed, in ways so simple they
escape us. Do we have a roof over our heads, clean water, food, and clothing? Right there, we have all that is necessary
for life. The majority of the world lives on pennies a day, and minimum wage is $7.25 per hour. "

Regressive Americanʼs Manifesto
"
Now, our brothers and sisters who cannot claim those basic necessities, what can we do to help them? Can we
give more of what we have, even old clothes? Make a loaf of PB&Js and pass them out in the streets? Instead of always
giving 10% to a charity you canʼt see the result of, why not spend that money on all the coats you can buy at Goodwill,
then distribute them on a cold night? You see, thereʼs a dark side of “getting ahead”, and thatʼs leaving others behind. Our
forefathers worked hard, the strength of their backs and the sharpness of their minds providing for the needs of their
family and that of the community. For thousands of years, the people worked hard every day together, and shared the
bounty. Teepees were not bigger or smaller based on your crop or kills, and everyone prospered. The challenge for us, my
friends, is to merge our progressive knowledge in technology, science, medicine, and other disciplines, with the regressive
values of community, shared prosperity, and mutual concern.
"
I canʼt promise you that the economy will get better, that things will go back to the way they were, and weʼll all be
on our merry way. Truth be told, I donʼt want things to go back to the way they were, because I donʼt believe we can fight
the lure of excess. I want to know if I can be ok with less. Can we look at the chinese art of wabi sabi as an example?
Wabi Sabi looks for the beauty in the imperfect, the used, and the things that have served us. The old car that has driven
you across the country, that you proposed in, and drove your wife to the hospital in, can it be fixed up and driven more?
The sweater that you played pickup football in, but now has holes in the elbows, can it be patched? In Wabi Sabi, we
appreciate an item serving its purpose, in a life well-lived, and in the march of time. Where can we make do with less? I
know I donʼt need 20 t-shirts, I nearly had an entire dresser devoted to t-shirts! Iʼll be ok without them, I had to realize that
my things, they donʼt own me, and I donʼt serve them. What are the things that you hold dear, the things you serve. What
owns us? Can we live in smaller houses, create more space for nature, and reduce the impact we have on the planet? I
believe we can. For years, we have been driven by a desire to get ahead, to have more, to be better, and improve our
lifestyle. Not all of these are bad, and I strongly believe that deep down, we know what is good. At my core, I want to do
what is good, and Iʼm on a daily crash course of discovering what that is. No, I still donʼt have all the answers, and never
will. I need to be checked and challenged regularly, so I donʼt get full of myself. Honest friends are the greatest gift we can
receive.
"
"
I have my ideas, and each day, will strive to do whatʼs best for this world, this country, and its people. But it canʼt be
all about me. The power to change the world lies in your hands. I need your help, and we all need each other.
"

Thank you, and may God Bless us all

There is Enough
Plenty for me, 27 t-shirts, 8 pairs of casual shorts, 6 pairs of athletic shorts, 2 pairs of jeans, 4 pairs of
dress pants, 5 jackets (rain, cold, snow), 22 dress shirts, 6 pairs of shoes
Plenty of underwear and socks. Food in the pantry, and in the fridge. Car in the drive, books on the shelf
Running water, money in the bank. This is the abridged version.

A man on the corner, everything in backpack
A woman and child, all belongings in a grocery cart
A child with no shoes
“Food insecurity” is the new term, for no dinner tonight
A windbreaker in the snow storm
while a warm coat sits in my closet the entire
You see itʼs my backup coat
There is enough, and it is in my house
Gathering dust
While people are down the road
Gathering hope

Books
Surrounded, buried, engulfed by books
They are all around me, carrying dreams, knowledge, and ideas
The call, reach out, inspire, and haunt
The smell of book can be rich and intoxicating
The smell can also be repugnant
What is the purpose of so many?
What can we bring each other through ink on pages?
Paper time machines, ink transposed to carry us to any place or time
But not fully
Books are also a prison
Conveniently giving us a place to store hopes and initiative
We have read them! We cry
We will act! Is the next
As soon as we gather some more information... we mutter
Scared to dip in to the well and pen our own story
As with all stories, the Call arrives
Jarring us out of our slumber between the pages
Do you turn the page of the “correct” book?
(for a person of your age, race, and education)
Or perhaps, with your spirit full
You slam the cover shut, walk out the door
By opening the door, you open up the pages of your own adventure
New words, running across the page, anxious to be heard
Speak on!

A Night at Cathedral Lake

The Lord made a bit of heaven at Cathedral Lakes, a monument of glory to creation. Even if you donʼt believe in a
Creator, it is impossible not to be moved by the granodiorite peaks overlooking an alpine lake. They surround the lake on
three sides, the farthest shore dropping to the valley floor below. Tenaya Peak looks across to the spires of Cathedral.
Strong trees, some even in wind-warped death, line the shore. We make camp among them, and would be glad for the
protection they provided against the howling winds. To stay warm above 9000 feet is not easy, but we managed amongst
the trees and boulders. Every square foot of this landscape provides a different wonder. Tonight, I am very content to stay
close, and see what this land has to teach me. No need to rush onward and check more sights off the list, or rack up miles
so I can brag. Today was a day to check the ego. At the late hour of 20:00, we settle in to the tent, camp clean and
prepped for the night.
Backcountry life is quite different, a day of good physical exertion, food eaten, chores done, and needs met. There simply
is not much else to concern oneʼs self with. Simply a book and the company of my wife is enough. How much we let the
worries and distractions of “civilized” life get in the way of our wild and true selves! Maybe Iʼm being overly dramatic, and
read too much John Muir. But it is true that I would feel more “whole” if I spent more time reading and writing, instead of
watching TV and surfing the internet. I have rarely chosen to write, even though I enjoy it. I struggle with the long-term
focus, and I admit that. But, little by little, that can be acquired, and I can stay in that place. With all challenging parts of
my life, I must first rely on God rather than self.

A Night in the Backcountry
My foot dips in to Bridalveil Creek
Lungs draw in the air at 7000 feet
Ten and a half miles walked
Up from Yosemite Valley
The water like a salve on my sole
A meal is prepared
Potatoes, cheese, jerky, and chocolate
A regular backcountry feast!
What a blessing and adventure
to be so deep in creation
A cool night, temperature around 35
Kept warm in a friendʼs down bag (thanks!)
Our damp clothes frozen stiff on the line
No bears attempting thievery
Dawn rises, just enough light to see by
It spills towards camp, warming the earth
Chores fill my time
Wood, fire, coffee, breakfast
The wild affects me, changes my priorities, simplifies life
No email, voicemail, or scores to check
Simply warmth, food, and praise
The sun is here, announcing the day
Time to pack up
Iʼm on my way

The First Day in Yosemite
We broke camp at 8:30, caught the El Cap shuttle, and told the
driver we were going to 4 mile trailhead. He chuckled and said
“Have fun!” He thinks weʼre crazy or newbies, and weʼre both.
3000 feet of elevation gain in 4.6 miles, but the views are
incredible. The valley floor slowly drops away, and we can see
El Cap, Cathedral Peaks, and Yosemite Falls (dry as a bone).
Glacier Point is incredible, coupled with a sense of superiority
from hiking up, rather than the hundreds of people filing in off
charter buses. I canʼt help it. The view strikes me dumb, as the
mountains stretch onward, like waves of granite on the land.

The creation and evolution of a place is indescribable, so
vast, but only a speck on the Earth. I felt so small, a speck on
top of another speck. What am I? Barely a breath in the deep
lungs of time. Oh how God loves me, insignificant as I am!
Chipmunks welcome the visitors and beg for food, yet all
deny him, as they should. Off to the 4 Points, Fissures,
Sentinel Dome, and the campsite. Alpine forests reach
towards the sky, reach, reach! Wonders await at every turn,
pine cones the size of your head!
Onward, upward, and over, we move through with
amazement.

Kansas
I do not enjoy Kansas
In my heroic journey to Colorado
It is the threshold of difficulty
The valley before the peaks
The plains spread out before me
Barren in the winter cold
My eyes look to the horizon
For the Rockies, for adventure
Kansas City to Kanorado
Four hundred twenty two miles on Interstate 70
My thinking changed a little
Kansas is for introspection
I fought with my wife in Kansas
We talked about difficult choices
The sun set on our frustration
We donʼt fight in the mountains
The plains brought out questions
That needed to be asked
Answers and hopes
That needed to be told
I donʼt want to drive back through Kansas
I prefer mountains instead
But when I do, in place or in spirit
Iʼll think about how I grew

Anything is Possible
When did we lose our collective sense of the possible? Really, anything
can happen at any time. I didnʼt think September 11, 2001 was different
from any other day, walking to class as a Senior in High School. Or the
day in 10th grade when I was introduced to my future wife (4 years in
May). How about the day I was suddenly the Head Coach of a girlʼs
lacrosse team, after 2 weeks of coaching experience?
Anything is possible. Itʼs a statement that can carry a lot of fear, but also a
lot of power. When anything is possible, you can do things, initiate
projects, make stuff matter. As you consider giving that homeless person a
few minutes of your time, and some food, or someone you donʼt know a
ride, you could also miss a car wreck in the amount of time it takes you to
pull over. Iʼm not trying to make you think about checks and balances and
filling up your ledger with good deeds, but feeling a security in the fact that
anything can happen.
In your work, community, church, family, the people who are making a
difference are the ones who are ok with doing things and being present
with others. It doesnʼt always work out, no one is perfect. But wouldnʼt you
rather be working/playing/living with someone who is willing to do
something, anything, to make a positive difference. I think we are more
comfortable with them failing in the act of doing than those who never try
to make a difference at all.

