SERMON
In the Name of the One God,                                                    Genesis 1

the Compassionate, the Merciful,                                               Romans 8

revealed to us through the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen.                 Matthew 25 

Our own American poet, Robert Frost, once said: 

“Something there is that doesn’t like a Wall.”

And he went on to discuss his relationships, often frosty, with his New England neighbors over stone walls. 

I would like to propose a variant to Frost’s epigram: 

“Something there is that doesn’t like a national day or week!”

Or, at least that’s the way it is with me.  

As soon as someone tells me it is now “National Cheese Day” – or “National Potato Week” – that’s the very thing I will not buy or eat, for at least a week.

Or, if it is announced that next Monday is “National Secretaries Day”, you can be very sure that I will do nothing special that day. 

It is perhaps also fair to point out that I have taken my secretaries out to lunch (and similar nice things) on many other occasions over the years.  

That was fine, because no one told me I had to do it then.

So, when it will be proclaimed, far and wide, that a day in April is to be celebrated as “Earth Day”, and ministers will be clearly expected to say something acceptable about the occasion in their sermons – you may be sure that I will resist the impulse to conformity. 

But now that the official “Earth Day” is months away, I would like to preach on it, 

Not just because it’s trendy and may make Spring seem a little closer,  and not only because environmental themes will certainly be strongly heard in politics in the next election, and long beyond; 

but also because these themes are deeply biblical. 

We should therefore rightly hear a great deal about environmentalism in churches in the coming years.  The only shame is that we have not forthrightly and unwaveringly preached on this many times in the past, 

while we thoughtlessly squandered irreplaceable resources. 

Let me suggest four basic theological principles to guide our early celebration of “Earth Day”.   Four!

Now I know that Presbyterian congregations habitually expect three-point sermons.  But variety is the spice of life.  And yes, I do promise a two-pointer sometime in the future, if I am ever invited back.  

First, “The earth is the Lord’s!”  
Or, more broadly put, it’s God’s universe!

This is not a point we hear made very much in all the outpouring about Earth Days.  But for Christians, it is absolutely essential.  

“In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.”

Creation didn’t just happen, it was intentional.  

It was not haphazard, it was planned, and it was full of purpose. 

Nor is creation a once-upon-a-time event that is never repeated – as though God had wound up a clock and then left it on the mantelpiece to take care of itself.  

Rather the Lord continually creates, upholds, sustains, preserves, and maintains this universe he has made.  In a real sense, we are as much created by God as the first human beings were.  

We Christians must insistently affirm, and reaffirm, that this world is God’s,  that he made and owns every inch, every millimeter, of the entire universe. 

Some hymns we all know put it well, as hymns should: 

· “He’s got the whole world in his hands”  Right!  or

· “This is my Father’s world.  

        I rest me in the thought

        Of rocks and trees, of skies and seas,

         His hand the wonders wrought.”

“His hand” – not ours.  God made it all: humans, animals, plants, resources, Everything!

Second,  “What God made is good.” !
This is, of course, the recurring theme of the first creation story in Genesis.

“And God said ‘Let there be light’, and there was light.  And God saw that the light was good.”

And so, throughout the list of created items, the writer seven time says: “And God saw that it was good.”

And at the end of this marvelous account, the narrator solemnly records:  “God saw all that he had made, and behold, it was very good.” 

And because this universe is originally and inherently good and true and wholesome, it is to be cared for, to be preserved, to be treasured, to be passed on intact:  for ourselves, and for those who come after us.  

As some of you may know, I have been privileged in my business travels to visit many very beautiful parts of this world – such as Norway, Canada, New Zealand, South Africa.   

And, as I tramped the hills, and skirted the lakes; 

marveled at the snowy mountains; and 

admired the majestically straight green trees touching the intensely blue sky, 

I couldn’t have agreed more with the writer of Genesis, that it is all “very good”.   And it is no less true for Western North Carolina, where we are privileged to live!  

Third,  “We are responsible to God for our use of his creation.”
In truth, we are tenants of this world we did not create, 

And God has pre-paid the rent for us!

It’s free, which makes us all the more responsible.  

Every time we celebrate the Lord’s Supper,  we recognize God’s ownership, his lordship over all creation, by symbolically returning to God, through Christ our Mediator, some of the fruits of the earth: 

bread, made from harvested wheat, and 

wine, made from processed grapes,

acknowledging that God is the true owner of this planet.

We are tenants, yes; but we are also stewards, care-takers.

We are not only given the privilege of living here on earth. 

We are expected to make good use of its resources and its potential. 

In the Genesis account, the woman and the man are given control over “the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, the creatures that move on the ground”, as well as the plants of the earth --  

All on the understanding that these are not just for humans to use; 

but that they are to be cared for, that they are to enable all living things to develop; and that they are to be so preserved that all forms of life can also be “fruitful and multiply.”    For the earth is for the use of all of God’s creatures.

The Lord Jesus’ parable of the talents is familiar to all: 

A rich man entrusts his chief servants with his treasure, and leaves on a far journey.    When he returns, he warmly praises

· the servant who developed the 5 talents the master gave him into 10,

· and, in equal terms, the servant who successfully worked to make his 2 talents into 4. 

Both got the same reward because they had made good use of their talents and increased them. 

But the master severely condemned the servant who did nothing with his one talent,  who made no attempt to develop it. 

We are to be responsible stewards of this wonderfully rich real estate, 

To develop it – to improve it, for God’s glory and the benefit of future generations.  

As one example, we should be doing everything we can to help restore clean air to this part of God’s world.  We humans have marred an area that was once so famous for the purity of its air that tuberculosis patients came here for their cure.    We must now repair our selfish damage. 

We all know the story of the farmer who was gratuitously admonished by the local preacher to praise God for the wonderful crops that were coming from his land.

To which the irritated farmer growled: “You should have seen it when God had it all by himself.”

Well, there’s a real truth in that fair remark.  As stewards, we are also partners with God in developing the latent richness of creation,  for others!

So, to celebrate our early Earth Day:

· “The earth is the Lord’s”

·  “Creation is good”

·  “We must be responsible tenants and stewards. 
Fourth, “The best is yet to come.”

This may seem a strange thing to say after all this praise of creation. 

But the Christian must also look deeper.  Creation is not perfect!

If there are vivid sunsets, spectacular waterfalls, breathtaking vistas,

There are also horrifying tornadoes, life-smothering landslides, and devastating earthquakes, as we have tragically witnessed in Haiti, and now in Chile. 

As Rudyard Kipling has reminded us, Nature is also “red in tooth and claw”.  It can be cruel and heartless. 

The Apostle Paul has a very difficult passage in his letter to the Roman Christians.  He says that “the whole creation has been groaning, as in the pains of childbirth,”  for its salvation --  

eagerly longing to “be liberated from its bondage to decay, and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God.”

Awaiting redemption, creation itself is not in its final form, and cannot have our ultimate allegiance.  

This is another way in which Christians differ from some environmentalists,

· who speak as though Nature were God,

· as though the earth or the universe should have our highest devotion and loyalty. 

Instead, Christians know that there will, in God’s good time, be a new creation – far superior to the old.  

They know that “ear has not yet heard, nor eye seen the wonderful things that God is preparing for those who love him.”

Whenever we eat and drink together the Lord’s Supper,  let us remember the coming Messianic Banquet, when the Risen Lord will gather to himself all who are his – from every land and every age.  And let us also remember that, on the night before his passion, our Lord promised:

“I shall not drink again of this fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new with you in my Father’s kingdom” – 

“until that day when I drink it new with you in my Father’s kingdom.”       

A new creation is coming,  and it will be glorious!

Even so, come Lord Jesus!   Amen.  

