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Since I have been on holiday, this week, dear reader, perhaps you will excuse my beginning on a Perthshire hillside, 1800ft up on the slopes of Ben Lawers, looking out over a field of purple thistles and a wind-ruffled reservoir, in the pass between Loch Tay and Glen Lyon. Opposite me the crags rise a thousand feet higher. 
A few miles ahead, down the single-track road into Glen Lyon, about 100 permanent residents live on the estates. In 1870, 500 people inhabited the valley. Today they manage the land carefully, keeping sheep and cattle, culling the deer for venison and maintaining the game birds. They have to balance carefully the co-existence of forestry, flora and fauna. They are trying to attract younger families to the glen and keep the village school open. Otherwise the population will slowly dwindle, as the elderly die off, and the young seek their future in the cities. 

It is over thirty years since I visited north-west Scotland. During my time as an undergraduate and research student, each summer vacation a group of us went mountain walking in Scotland. 

With nostalgia for a long-vanished youth, and about to celebrate this week the Silver Jubilee of my priestly ordination, I wanted to refresh my memories of north-west Scotland. My journey had the air of a pilgrimage to the wild landscapes and beautiful seascapes, to contemplate again the works of the Lord. “Come away by yourselves to a lonely place, and rest a while,” as this weekend’s Gospel advises.

Sinai and Tabor, Hermon and Zion – mountains in the Bible have often been meeting places with God, chosen for divine manifestation. For me in my early twenties, it was Aonach Mor and Lochnagar, Suilven and Beinn Eighe.  
From a B & B base in Inverness, my first trip was by train to the Kyle of Lochalsh. Until 1995 Skye was truly an island, linked by ferries to the mainland at either Mallaig or Kyle. Then the new Skye road bridge was completed, and an impressive structure it is too, steeply rising and falling over the straits. The £11.40 toll for a return trip proved mighty unpopular, and led to a long-running campaign of refusals to pay and criminal prosecutions. The Scottish Executive bought out the bridge in 2004 and abolished all the tolls.
Skye is the misty island, or in Gaelic, Eilean Sgiathanach. The peaks of the Black Cuillin were wreathed in strands of cloud. It must have been 1977 when we spent a week at Glenbrittle youth hostel, scrambling up and down this fiercest of Scottish mountain ridges. None of us was a trained rock climber – the idea of clinging to dark and damp cliffs encumbered by ropes and harnesses has never attracted me. I much preferred walking up mountains by easier routes.
The Cuillin, however, are the only mountains in Britain where you need to be a rock climber to traverse the whole ridge. They include the hardest of all the Munros (Scottish peaks over 3000 ft), the Inaccessible Pinnacle. We watched a climber enacting a paradox as he surmounted it.

We however had to be content with Sgurr Alasdair and other single peaks. The Cuillin rock is a black gabbro which scrapes your fingers to bits – like holding on to sandpaper all the time. One of our group wore washing up gloves to save his hands, but eventually conceded that they were too uncomfortable. 

Apart from growing used to exposures of several hundred feet immediately below your rocky perch – wonderful for curing vertigo -  the second frightening moment was coming down the scree run of Great Stone Chute. Someone accidentally dislodged a small boulder, and we all had to dodge off to the side as it bounced its way ominously like a cannon ball down the steep incline. 
We were fortunate: we enjoyed mostly dry days without mist. One hears apocryphal stories of climbers booking in at Glenbrittle youth hostel for a fortnight’s climbing and never being able to go out, because the rain and mist never lifted above 300 ft. Still, there is the Talisker whisky distillery just along the road at Carbost, for those who have the taste for it.

We were rewarded with stunning panoramas over Loch Coruisk, the mainland and the inner Hebrides: those peculiarly shaped rocky lumps – the mountainous nature reserve of Rhum, the flat plateau of Eigg, the nondescript little islands of Canna and Muck, and beyond them Ardnamurchan, Coll and Tiree.
From further west, on fine days, you can see the whole spread of the outer Hebrides, from Barra, through the Uists, to Harris and up to the Butt of Lewis. They still have the mysterious attraction of the unknown for me. One day, please God, MacBraynes ferries will transport me there. As they say, God rules the world, but MacBraynes rule the isles.
“In His hands are the depths of the earth, the heights of the mountains are His. To Him belongs the sea, for He made it, and the dry land shaped by His hands.”(Ps 94)  
Another year, three of us brought out bicycles up on the train to Fort William, for the ultimate journey into the wilderness which mainland Britain affords. Our target was Cape Wrath, the furthest north-west point of Scotland. We stopped at youth hostels en route and climbed the more interesting and accessible peaks. 

At the simpler hostels you were expected to wash in the stream outside, or bathe in the river or loch. Glen Affric hostel stands amidst the desolate splendour of its broad glen, surrounded by 3000 ft peaks, with no roads or other habitations for miles around The sun usually woke us at 3 am through the curtainless windows, but it was strange to wander out to wash each morning into brilliant sunlight and total silence.
One remembers the oddest details. In the field beside the hostel there was a little detached hut containing a chemical toilet. Attached to its incongruous bright red door was a trowel and a notice: “Please use the abundant natural facilities provided!” Happy days! The warden, you see, had to lug all supplies – calor gas, chemicals for the loo, and his own food – on a trolley some six miles from where the track shrank to a footpath.
At Torridon, we struggled victoriously up the terrifying sandstone buttresses of Beinn Eighe, Liathach and Beinn Alligin, but at the hostel we were besieged by millions of midges. We headed on through Gairloch, Ullapool, and into the strange moonscape of Sutherland with its isolated and weirdly shaped mountains, and thousands of tiny green-blue lochans. 

O God our Saviour, the hope of all the ends of the earth and of far distant isles, who formed the mountains by your power, having armed yourself with strength, who stilled the roaring of the seas, the roaring of their waves, and the turmoil of the nations. (Ps 65:5-7)

Many of the roads have now been widened to double track, and bridges have replaced the ferries. Back in 1976 we swept down to Durness on a strong following wind. For Cape Wrath, you usually catch a ferry across the sea-loch, and then a tourist minibus takes you the 14 miles to the lighthouse over bleak moorland and army firing ranges. The road is totally severed from the rest of the mainland road network – there is no link around the head of the loch.
Just our luck. It was rainy and windy the next day, and the ferry and bus were cancelled. We managed to persuade a man with a dinghy to ferry us and our three bikes across the loch, and then pedalled off into the mist along the single track road to this remotest extremity of Great Britain. 
Well, we saw the lighthouse, we heard the foghorn and the waves crashing against the rocks 500 ft below, but the mist was so thick we couldn’t see to the bottom of the cliffs. At least, we had reached our target. 

The beauty of the natural world is a path to the knowledge of God. The landscape’s wildness and immensity speak to us of the Creator’s power and magnificence. They teach us that yirat Yahweh, the fear of the Lord, which is the beginning of wisdom.

Living in an artificial urban world, we easily forget the powers of Nature, and lose respect for her laws. The mountaineer learns to have a healthy respect for the mountains and the weather, and to go up well-equipped for mist and storms. Otherwise he easily ends up with hypothermia or dead.
Fed by Tesco, entertained by TV, instructed by internet, has our society largely lost touch with Nature, and thus with the Lord of Nature too? We deceive ourselves into thinking that we can change the moral laws of nature to suit ourselves, which is as beneficial as driving a truck off a mountain road into a ravine. 
“Thy justice is as the mountains of God, thy judgments are a great deep. Men and beasts thou wilt preserve, O Lord.” (Ps 36:6)
