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Introduction 
This year, ecologists in Senegal began an ambitious new 

project. They are planning to plant a 9-mile wide band of 

trees that spans the whole width of Africa. They can’t do 

it alone, of course. With support from the African Union, 

it will carry on past Senegal’s borders into Mauritania, 

Mali, Burkina Faso and on across the continent. The 

forest will be 4,000 miles long, will cross 11 countries 

and end in Djibouti on the East coast. Dubbed ‘the Great 

Green Wall’, it has one purpose; to stop the southwards 

march of the Sahara desert. [1]  

 

I don’t know enough about forestry to know if it will work 

or not, even if it is ever completed. The Sahara is 

advancing at 30 miles per year, so I don’t know if it will happen fast enough, but if it 

succeeds, it may turn out to be one of the iconic projects of the climate change age. It is a 

symbol of cooperation in the face of creeping ecological disaster, and of hope that the 

Sahara’s advance can be halted. For me, it has a spiritual echo too.  

 

There are many deserts in the Bible. As you might expect for a book with Middle Eastern 

origins, it has a certain preoccupation with water, and the lack of it. Abraham deals with 

squabbles over water rights [2]. Genesis tells us in some detail about the wells that Isaac 

digs [3]. Both Jacob and Moses meet their future wives by watering their flocks, perhaps 

returning the favour for Isaac, where the story is reversed and Rebekah drew the water [4]. 

Moses goes on to face a thirsty and mutinous rabble more than once, leading the people of 

Israel from one waterhole to the next, with miraculous intervention in between [5].  

 

In an arid land, water cannot be taken for granted. It is a matter of life and death, and it’s 

hardly surprising that it bubbles over into poetry and metaphor too. The book of Job 

celebrates a God who waters the land even when nobody lives there [6]. The psalmist thirsts 

for God [7]. Jesus describes himself as living water and invites us to drink [8]. Revelation 

includes rivers and springs in its depictions of paradise [9].  

 

 

Deserts happen 

Water is a sign of blessing, of settlement, safety and home-making. Conversely, drought and 

desertification are curses, the two sides of the equation spelled out in no uncertain terms in 

Moses’ covenant. “The Lord will open the heavens,” says Moses of an obedient people, “to 

send rain on your land in season.” Disobedience reaps the opposite. “The sky over your 
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head will be bronze, the ground beneath you iron. The Lord will turn the rain of your country 

into dust.” [10]  

 

Amid the threats of invasion and disease, the prophets’ warnings have an unmistakeably 

ecological dimension. Neglect the law of God, abandon the ways of the forefathers and you 

can expect the rains to fail and the land to dry up. Expect the olives to drop before they ripen. 

Expect jackals and thistles.  

 

A desert isn’t just a place; a desert is also a process. Deserts happen and there are reasons 

why. A dry land can quickly turn to desert when it is over-farmed or over-grazed. Soil loses 

its fertility and dries out, blowing away in the wind. As the ground dries and compacts, new 

rain that falls washes away instead of soaking into the ground. Age-old cycles of wet 

seasons and dry seasons, dieback and new growth, can be broken. Ecosystems that have 

lasted for millennia are suddenly disrupted, thrown out of balance and destroyed in a matter 

of years. Deserts can be created by geological events. More often they are the result of 

short-term thinking, an attitude of exploitation rather than stewardship.  

 

Good land management is a relationship, and the people of Israel held their promised land 

on the condition that they preserved it for future generations [11]. It was not just a gift to 

them, but an inheritance for all time. They held it in trust, passing it on to their children and 

their children’s children. If they failed to honour that long-term perspective and overworked 

the land, then erosion and desertification would be the very natural result. The land would 

become unfertile, uninhabitable, and the people would have to move. One generation’s 

recklessness would ripple into the next, an inheritance squandered.  

 

If the people do not take care of the land, the land will take care of the people, as the end of 

2 Chronicles sadly notes. Jerusalem falls, its citizens dragged away to exile in Babylon, and 

“the land enjoyed its Sabbath rests; all the time of its desolation it rested.” [12] 

 

 

Out in the wilderness 

If you’ve wrecked your land, you might find yourself wandering in the desert, and the Bible is 

full of these stories too. Cain is condemned to wandering [13]. Hagar and Ishmael are sent 

away into the desert, illegitimate and placeless [14]. Moses flees into it for 40 years, then 

leads the escapee Israel around it for 40 more [15]. It’s a place for rebels, and runaway 

prophets, a place to hide, to lie low, to be alone [16].  

 

As the inevitable consequence of disobedience, the desert is a place outside God’s covenant 

promise. East of the garden, on the wrong side of the Jordan, the scapegoat on the Day of 

Atonement - the wilderness is where ‘wrong’ ends up [17].  

 

Fortunately, the wandering is a process too. The desert can be a purifying experience, a 

place of testing and burning away the undesired. That’s certainly the impression we get with 

Moses and his 40 years as a shepherd. The same is true for Nebuchadnezzar, who 

experiences the strange occurrence of his kingdom and his sanity being stripped from him, 

and then spends seven years living wild, “until his hair grew like the feathers of an eagle and 

his nails like the claws of a bird.” [18] Both Moses and Nebuchadnezzar had been 
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accustomed to the riches of the palace court, and both saw it taken away and replaced with 

the harsh realities of life in the wilderness. When the time came for them to return, the work 

had been done; they were older, wiser, humble and ready to be used by God.  

 

Jesus goes willingly into the desert, but his 40 days there are also a time of testing [19]. It’s 

the decision-point, where he turns down the easy option of serving himself, and commits to 

the harder road that he knows is right.  

 

There always seems to be a way back from the desert. When the time is right, God makes 

Himself known and brings people home. Even Cain, the first of the Bible’s villains, doesn’t 

wander off into the sunset. He is last seen building a city, and Genesis records seven 

generations of his line [20]. 

 

 

Deserts can be undone 

Deserts can be a place of encounter with God and a place of transformation; but the deserts 

themselves can be transformed too. The desert is a dead place, and what could be more 

symbolic of God’s redemption than the return of life? What better picture of God’s restoration, 

His new heavens and a new earth?  

 

Psalm 107 describes God turning rivers into dry ground for the wicked, but for the righteous 

“He turned the desert into pools of water and the parched ground into flowing springs”. [5] 

Ezekiel, who also sees a valley of dry bones brought back to life, sees a river run from the 

temple [22]. 

 

Isaiah is full of desert imagery. He sees a day when “the desert and the parched land will be 

glad; the wilderness will rejoice and blossom.” [23] He sees the Spirit poured out, the desert 

becoming a field and the fields becoming a forest [24]. Isaiah even contains a rather detailed 

reforestation project: 

 

“I will turn the desert into pools of water, and the parched ground into springs.  I will put in the 

desert the cedar and the acacia, the myrtle and the olive. I will set junipers in the wasteland, 

the fir and the cypress together, so that people may see and know, may consider and 

understand, that the hand of the Lord has done this, that the Holy One of Israel has created 

it.” [25] 

 

Planting trees in the desert, it transpires, is God’s own work.  

 

Deserts don’t have to stay deserts. The curse can be overturned, and the land healed and 

brought back into balance. Wrongs can be righted, and God specialises in renewal and 

second chances. He has promised to make things new, to restore his creation and glorify his 

son. A vast creeping desert is just a larger canvas on which to paint resurrection. 

As climate change takes its toll, we may find our world altered and increasingly hostile. We 

may have cause to regret our attitudes to the land, and the attitudes of previous generations. 

The choice is always open to us - between blessing and curse, stewardship or exploitation.  
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Senegal is making that choice now, and there is a prophetic side to their decision. Those 

planting the trees today may not be around long enough to benefit, and they can only 

anticipate a future in which the forest has grown and matured. One tree at a time, ‘the Green 

Wall’ will be planted in defiance of the desert, in hope that future generations will enjoy a 

more hospitable landscape.  

 

Lying deep in the mountains of Chad and Sudan are rock paintings that date back 6,000 

years. They show giraffes, hippos and elephants, suggesting that the Sahara was once 

grassland, and that people lived and hunted in places that are now barren and desolate. [26]  

 

If the Sahara was once full of life, perhaps it can be again.  
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