Notes on Wood Carving - Owls
(Author’s Note: “it is only in note form, and that I expand on or reduce the notes as appropriate for any given group of people;  invitations to come and do quiet days and retreats with carvings and music are always welcome?! “)
Time to examine and respond…

[image: image1.jpg]



Owls

beautiful birds



often see barn owl owl gliding across A68 as drive home at night from 

orchestra rehearsal in Hexham



memory of walking in woods at Allenbanks, and realising lump at side of 

trunk was young owl sitting on branch – fluffy –immobile, except head turned to watch us



your own memories?

yet ambivalence about them: different cultures see in different ways


we see as symbol of wisdom

from Brownies’ Brown to Owl in Winnie the Pooh 

[Owl’s wisdom is a bit of a pose – see  Rabbit’s Busy Day in the House at Pooh Corner] 

in this we follow ancient Greece



owl sacred emblem of Athene, and associated with wisdom



silver 4 drachmae coin was one of most trusted piece of currency in 

ancient world: Athene on one side, owl on other: in circulation for over 300 years, till c.99 BC

Greek 1 Euro coin has reproduction of this ancient 4 drachma owl


but others see differently



Janet VSO: ran Brownie pack in Nairobi – owl bird of ill omen, so had to 

be “Wise Bird”



OT:



Leviticus lists as one of those “detestable among the birds” which shall 

not be eaten



when Isa describes Yahweh’s vengeance on Edom, says, “Thorns shall

grow over its strongholds, nettles and thistles in its fortresses… There shall the owl nest and lay and hatch and brood in its shadow” (Isa.34.13,15)



sign of personal desolation Ps.102.3-6 “For my days pass away like 

smoke, and my bones burn like a furnace.  My heart is stricken and withered like grass; I am too wasted to eat my bread.  Because of my loud groaning my bones cling to my skin.  I am like an owl of the wilderness, like a little owl of the waste places.”

ambivalence in often misused quotation: “…where ignorance is bliss, /’Tis 

folly to be wise”



from Thomas Gray Ode on a Distant Prospect of Eton College



all will suffer, “The tender for another’s pain, / Th’ unfeeling for his 

own”



better not to know what lies ahead

This ambivalence is here in the carving

A little about timber

Hardwoods


broad-leaved trees which in temperate climates stand bare in winter


porous moisture-conducting 

Softwood

cone-bearing trees with needle-pointed leaves

non-porous moisture-absorbing


the terms nothing to do with strength or weight



balsa is a hardwood

when things go wrong, wood can acquire a strange beauty

if part of tree begins to rot, spores get into the grain


spalted beech – cf. Advent Antiphons

if tree suffers some form of stress or trauma, either from environment (branch 

braking off in storm?) or human or animal damage, can form burr, “a rounded outgrowth on a tree trunk or branch that is filled with small knots from dormant buds” (Wikepedia)



[I have only ever seen on hardwoods]



result is beauty – see in the owl



Roger Deakin Wildwood “The burr is an excrescence of would-be buds 

arising from somewhere deep inside the tree like a spring…A burr may arise as a reaction to some itch in the tree, a kind of benign wood tumour.  There is an outburst of mad cell division, and elephantiasis sets in.  What begins as a disfigurement ends life as an opulent adornment.  A frog is revealed as a princess.” (p.141)

parallel in human life

“In this strange life we grow through adversity rather than through success.  

The greatest lessons we have to learn are those concerned with loss, not gain” [Martin Israel The Pain That Heals p.9]



reflect on your own experience, and see any truth in that?

The God You Already Know ed. Henry Morgan and Roy Gregory: chapter God

in our pain: HM in Introduction to chapter: “If you ask people today what it is that makes belief in a loving God difficult, most will probably reply that it is all the suffering in the world…[This] presents something of a paradox for Christians, who have at the centre of their faith an image of a loving God dying on a cross, in the midst of suffering…When people talk with me of their faith stories it is not unusual for them to tell of a God they encountered most profoundly in their most painful times.”
Chapter gives accounts by a number of people illustrating this - some:

Losing Iona

An autistic child

Blindness

Employment, redundancy and job hunting

Divorce

The death of my parents

Living with cancer

The absence of God

Living with Parkinson’s
perhaps most eloquent of profound growth through suffering is prayer found on 

a piece of wrapping paper near the body of a dead child in Ravensbruck Concentration Camp (where 92,000 women and children died): “O Lord, remember not only the men and women of goodwill, but also those of illwill.  But do not remember the 

suffering they have inflicted on us, remember the fruits we bought, thanks to this suffering, our comradeship, our loyalty, our humility, the courage, the generosity, the greatness of heart which has grown out of all this, and when they come to judgement, let all the fruits that we have borne be their forgiveness.” [quoted in Martin Israel The Pain That Heals p.113f]


cf Paul: the suffering of Christ on cross reveals God’s wisdom:



“We proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and

foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God” (I Cor.1.23f)
One contributor to God in our pain quotes Hildegard of Bingen “Our wounds can be 

transformed into pearls” – (p.163 The God You Already Know)


cf. Deakin p.140: burrs “are like pearls in the oyster”


so use a piece of Music described by Wanda Landowska as “a black pearl”



No.25 of Bach’s Goldberg Variations 

arranged for the harp and plaid by Catrin Finch [track 26: 7’13”]

[Rabbit finds notice fallen off Christopher Robin’s door

GON OUT

BACKSON

BISY

BACKSON

      C.R.

And takes it to Owl.]

“Owl,” said Rabbit shortly, “you and I have brains.  The others have fluff.  If there is any thinking to be done in this Forest – and when I say thinking I mean thinking – you and I must do it.”

“Yes,” said Owl.  “I was.”

“Read that.”


Owl took Christopher Robin’s notice from Rabbit and looked at it nervously.  He could spell his own name WOL, and he could spell Tuesday so that you knew it wasn’t Wednesday, and he could read quite comfortably when you weren’t looking over his shoulder and saying “Well?” all the time, and he could –


“Well?” said Rabbit.


“Yes,” said Owl, looking Wise and Thoughtful.  “I see what you mean.  Undoubtedly.”


“Well?”


“Exactly,” said Owl.  “Precisely.”  And he added, after a little thought.  “If you had not come to me, I should have come to you.”


“Why?” asked Rabbit.


“For that very reason,” said Owl, hoping that something helpful would happen soon.


“Yesterday morning,” said Rabbit solemnly, “I went to see Christopher Robin.  He was out.  Pinned on his door was a notice!”


“The same notice?”


“A different one.  But the meaning was the same.  It’s very odd.”


“Amazing,” said Owl, looking at the notice again, and getting, just for a moment, a curious sort of felling that something had happened to Christopher Robin’s back.  “What did you do?”


“Nothing.”


“The best thing,” said Owl wisely.


“Well?” said Rabbit again, as Owl knew he was going to.


“Exactly,” said Owl.


For a little while he couldn’t think of anything more; and then, all of a sudden, he had an idea.


“Tell me, Rabbit,” he said, “the exact words of the first notice.  This is very important.  The exact words of the first notice.”


“It was just the same as this one really.”


Owl looked at him, and wondered whether to push him off the tree; but, feeling that he could always do it afterwards, he tried once more to find out what they were talking about.


“The exact words, please,” he said, as if Rabbit hadn’t spoken.


“It just said, ‘Gone out. Backson.’  Same as this, only this says ‘Bisy Backson’ too.”


Owl gave a great sigh of relief.


“Ah!” said Owl.  “Now we know where we are.”


“Yes, but where’s Christopher Robin?” said Rabbit.  “That’s the point.”


Owl looked at the notice again.  To one of his education the reading of it was easy.  “Gone out, Backson.  Bisy, Backson” – just the sort of thing you’d expect to see on a notice:


“It is quite clear what has happened, my dear Rabbit,” he said.  “Christopher Robin has gone out somewhere with Backson.  He and Backson are busy together.  Have you seen a Backson anywhere about in the Forest lately?”


“I don’t know,” said Rabbit.  “That’s what I came to ask you.  What are they like?”


“Well,” said Owl, “the Spotted or Herbacious Backson is just a – “


“At least,” he said, “it’s really more of a –“


“Of course,” he said, “it depends on the –“


“Well,” said Owl, “the fact is,” he said, “I don’t know what they’re like,” said Owl frankly.


“Thank you,” said Rabbit.  And he hurried off to see Pooh.

Christopher Lewis

