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Abstract

God speaks to us most powerfully, says author Frederick Buechner, through the places in
which we live and visit, the people we know, and in the events of our lives. Read about Buechner’s
masterful little book, The Sacred Journey.



Sacred Journey, by Frederick Buechner 
Review by Pamela C. Crosby 

 

God speaks to us most powerfully, says author Frederick Buechner, through the places in 

which we live and visit, the people we know, and in the events of our lives. Read about 

Buechner’s masterful little book, The Sacred Journey.  

 

In A Pluralistic Universe (Lincoln; London: University of Nebraska Press, 1996), William 

James writes that life’s profound meanings and truths are to be found in the fullness and 

concreteness of everyday experience. Reflection and everyday experience augment each 

other; neither alone is sufficient in the pursuit of truth. 

 

It is in this spirit, expressive of the belief that the search for truth is informed by both the 

concrete and the abstract that Frederick Buechner describes his “sacred journey.” He writes 

in his introduction that “more as a novelist than as a theologian, more concretely than 

abstractly, I determined to try to describe my own life as evocatively and candidly as I could 

in the hope that . . . glimmers of theological truth as I believed I had glimpsed in it would 

shine through . . .” (1). 

 

This “theological truth” illuminated in Buechner’s book is the knowledge that God’s grace is 

not revealed to us merely in the books we read, the hymns we sing, nor the prayers we 

offer. Rather, God speaks to us most powerfully through the places in which we live and 

visit, the people we know, and the events we undergo. These aspects of experience make 

us who we are and lead us, if we pay close attention, to “faith,” “hope,” and “love” (112).  

 

“If God speaks to us at all in this world, if God speaks anywhere, it is into our personal lives 

that he speaks” (1), for God’s language is made up of “incarnate words . . . fleshed out in 

the everydayness . . . of our own experience” (4).  

 

Hoping that his life story will inspire others to look at their own “album[s],” filled with 

“people and places,” where they will see glimpses of their own sacred journeys (7), 

Buechner proclaims that “the story of any one of us is in some measure the story of us all” 

(6). 

 

In his powerful and moving descriptions of the tragic, its unrelenting hold on the lives of the 

people with whom he is closest, Buechner is especially eloquent. For him, not only ordinary 

affairs or moments of joy bring us closer in touch with the concreteness of existence. 

Suffering too plays its part. Of his Grandmother Buechner, he writes 

 

If her wrath burned hot, it also burned quick and was gone in a devastating flash. She never 

smoldered. And it was the same with her grief. Suddenly her voice would tremble, her eyes 

brim, over some ancient hurt, some remembered loss or failure. She never submerged her 

feelings but rode them like a great wave just the way, as a child, I often saw her ride the 

real waves too, swimming out to the barrels through the high Long Island surf . . . bobbing 

like a great cork, unsinkable, ocean-proof (24). 

 



For Buechner, tragedy marked the boundary between time experienced as flowing and 

unquantifiable and time divided into “tick[s] of the clock”. As a young child, before an 

acquaintance with death, he lived “in dreams, with little or no sense of sequence or 

consequence or measurable time.” This was a formless time, empty of thought, unreasoned 

and free. However, disaster marked the beginning of “once-upon-a time” and the end of 

“once-below-a-time” (39).  

 

He recounts the “once-below-a-time” play with his brother: Both were immersed in the 

duration of joy and curiosity, unconscious of the passage of time, enthralled with the 

movements, colors, and the sounds of a simple toy, its spinning and clicking. Encountering 

the death of a loved one for the first time, he became aware of the flow of time, and it was 

now broken up into the past, present, and future (37-8). 

 

However, even after coming to see the interrelation of the flow of time with its divisions into 

past, present, and future, and thus understanding time in terms of both its flow and 

divisions, Buechner reminds us that there is much more about time—and about our day-to-

day experiences in general—that eludes all our attempts at conceptualization and 

understanding, and shades off into ineluctable mystery. Our knowledge of the world is 

always a partial knowledge. In turn, we experience a deep mystery, with all its wonders that 

escape our understanding, in the daily events of our lives: 

 

“The music of . . . life is subtle and elusive and like no other—not a song with words, but a 

song without words, a singing, clattering music to gladden the heart or turn the heart to 

stone, to haunt . . . perhaps with echoes of a vaster, farther music of which it is part (77). 

 

This little masterpiece is indeed a “sacred journey.” Buechner’s unabashed revelation of his 

foibles, his deep philosophical musings, and his silver-tongued description of his passage 

into adulthood that leads inevitably onto a religious path, point us to a profound 

appreciation of the transcendent and mysterious. Life can be lived with a gritting of our 

teeth, a clenching of or fists, but we need more: 

 

The trouble with steeling yourself against the harshness of reality is that the same steel that 

secures your life against being destroyed secures your life also against being opened up and 

transformed by the holy power that life itself comes from. You can survive on your own. You 

can grow strong on you own. You can even prevail on your own. But you cannot become 

human on your own (46).  

 

The Sacred Journey is highly recommended for college students who are beginning their 

adult journeys; it is required reading for all freshmen at Simpson College in Iowa. Students 

may see a parallel in their own lives to Buechner’s stumbling and teetering, trying to find 

himself, and often not quite succeeding. He admits that he has many weaknesses; one 

being that he is not a social activist in the sense that others may define activism. Those who 

have been inspired by Buechner’s ministry of writing and speaking, however, are testament 

that service to the world, in the most far-reaching and comprehensive sense, is a result of a 

diversity of gifts. As a Presbyterian minister, he continues to write and speak on college 

campuses, and his books have been widely acclaimed, including the novel Godric (New 



York: Atheneum, 1980), which was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize.  

 

To those students who find themselves immersed in college life and its demands and 

opportunities to the extent that they have little time or inclination for introspection, 

Buechner’s account of his spiritual journey can be particularly poignant. Directing both 

young and old to appreciate the immense profundity of the sacred in every aspect of life, he 

entreats his readers to pause to observe and listen to God’s unspoken language in the 

ordinary, in the joyous, and in the heartbreaking: “It was not so much that a door opened,” 

he remarks at the end of his book of his spiritual awakening, “as that I suddenly found that 

a door had been opened all along which I had only just then stumbled upon” (109). 

 

The Sacred Journey. San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1982 


