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For the Beauty of the Earth

Psalm 148

Romans 8:18-25

[Genesis 1:26-28]

This is a sermon about God’s creation and our place in it—yours and mine—as human beings.  Let me put my cards on the table before I begin.  The sermon is provoked by the persistent premonition I have that generations now being born and yet unborn are going to condemn us after we are gone for having ruined the planet on which they will have to live…or try to live, if they are able

Wendell Berry captured my premonition in a poem called To My Children, Fearing for Them: 

Terrors are to come.  The earth

is poisoned with narrow lives.

I think of you.  What you will

live through, or perish by, eats

at my heart.  What have I done? I

need better answers than there are

to the pain of coming to see

what was done in blindness,

loving what I cannot save.  Nor,

your eyes turning toward me, 

can I wish your lives unmade

though the pain of them is on me.

That’s very much the way I’ve been feeling lately about our use/abuse of this “dwelling place” called Earth.  It’s BP and all that, but so much, much more.  Future generations will certainly not look upon us with gratitude or perhaps even tolerance for what we’ve done to their habitat.  So I ask you to spend a few minutes thinking about such matters in the light of scriptural wisdom.
Two passages we have heard.  First, that remarkable hymn of praise to God, Psalm 148, in which the psalmist exhorts every aspect of creation—sun, moon and stars; earth and sky; mountains and trees; wind and weather; animals (even creepy things and sea-monsters); all sorts and conditions of human beings—everything in creation is called upon to give thanks and praise to the Creator, simply for making us and putting us here. This is a world which God intended and fashioned; which God loves and protects and renews. And the whole creation responds—or should respond—in awe and gratitude to this Creator-God, without whom we would not even exist. The psalmist literally sings “hallelujah”, and that sentiment echoes throughout the Bible, first page to last, extolling God’s good creation.

But then we have come across a second passage which talks about creation in an entirely different way. In the midst of what is arguably the most profound and essential chapter in all his writings (Romans 8), the Apostle Paul speaks of God’s creation presently as a place of anguish and incompleteness and longing, yearning for a fulfillment which is yet to be realized, a fulfillment which is connected to and part of what Paul calls “the glorious liberty of the children of God.”  But that time of completeness is clearly not yet a reality. For nature as for natural humanity, Paul says, this present world is a place of futility and bondage; and whatever, wherever, whenever it may have been, what we have now is definitely not any Garden of Eden.
II.

So those two passages bracket our thoughts: one, a celebration of the wonder and the wonderfulness of God’s world; and the other, a reminder that lately creation has not been what it was intended to be.
Now, in order to give the matter proper momentum, let’s tuck in a third rather well-known bit of scripture (which was our call to worship for this service).  Listen to it again:
Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness;

and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air,

and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.”

So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them;

male and female he created them. God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it, and have dominion over…


every living thing that moves upon the earth.” Genesis 1:26-28
Well, what do you make of that?  Leave aside for now the part about “mak[ing] humankind in our image”.  I’m sure you have your own ideas about that, and I have mine.

For the record, though, I’m willing to concede that “in God’s image” probably doesn’t mean baldheaded, nearsighted, and mildly obese!

But that part about “dominion” is what we need to think about.  It sounds as though the Book is saying from the outset that we are the ones who have been designated to be in charge.  It sounds as though the care of the earth is always in our portfolio.  So then, by the numbers, the basic deal is this:  We have

1) a wonderful creation, but

2)  a troubled creation, for which 

3) we humans have been given ultimate responsibility.
Now we should take each of those three thoughts in its turn:

III.

There is, to begin with, this place of which we have just sung,  

“For the beauty of the earth, For the beauty of the skies,

 For the love which from our birth, Over and around us lies…”

On a day like today in a place like this, that particular thought needs no defense or explanation.  From the vantage of this little valley on the morning of July 11, 2010, the world is manifestly a beautiful place.  And most or all of us have seen enough natural beauty elsewhere on this planet to be persuaded that, as special as it is, Montreat holds no monopoly on the splendor of God’s creation.
“The world is charged with the grandeur of God,” as Gerard Manley Hopkins wrote, and “grandeur” is a word which won’t finally do it full justice. This earth is not only beautiful and grand, it is—and has been—a bountiful and hospitable home for us and many other living things.  We have tickled the earth with a dibble stick or a plow, and it has laughed up a harvest.  We have harnessed the power of water and wind, and gotten light and warmth and strength. We have delved beneath the surface of land and sea—often much too boldly, let it be admitted—and found there resources for healthy and abundant life.

“The earth is the Lord’s, and the fullness thereof,” the psalm says, but the Lord has generously shared that fullness with us, and we should be eternally grateful that we inhabit such a place.  That is always the very first word to be said:  We should “Praise God from whom all blessings flow,” for the glorious beauty and the bounty of God’s world.
IV.

But then, of course, the second word we must say is not so glorious; indeed, it seems perilously pessimistic by comparison.  Paul speaks in Romans about the “futility” of this creation; about its “bondage to decay,” and the way in which it mirrors the stress and suffering of the human condition. And who can look realistically at the world around us just now, without acknowledging that it is so. This planet we call home is not a paradise, not even close.  Eden has been “closed for repairs” for quite a while.  Just look at the list of our ecological issues: “Exploding population growth, hunger and malnutrition, loss of biodiversity, deforestation, water scarcity and impurity, land degradation, waste production, energy misuse, air pollution and acid rain, global climate change….”
  
You go on and add your favorites to the list if I’ve missed something; and rather than start an argument, I’ll grant you two or three free challenges if you are persuaded that something on my list is really bogus.  Just look candidly at the things that reflect our present circumstance, and see if you aren’t compelled to agree that this old earth is groaning under a terrible and burgeoning burden.  That’s a plain and demonstrable fact; and wherever you place yourself on the spectrum of concern about such matters, it doesn’t hurt to be reminded that some pretty savvy folks consider the present situation to be crucial. Indeed, just a few weeks ago Australia’s highly respected ecologist, Frank Fenner, asserted that we have now passed the tipping point.  He said that “homo sapiens will become extinct, perhaps within 100 years.”

Take that seriously; dead seriously.  So maybe somebody needs to do something.
V.

And the obvious and sobering fact about all this is bound to be that we—all of us human beings—are the “somebody.”  We have been designated the “deciders” and the doers.  We “have dominion,” the Book says, and in almost any way you want to use the term, we are thereby responsible for this earth and its alleged future.  It is manifestly hard to see how any other critter—bacterium or buffalo or bullfrog—could make much difference in this particular enterprise.  The earth is our to save…or destroy.
Repeat:  the Genesis story says that our lot, homo sapiens, has been given “dominion.”  Professor Ellen Davis of Duke recently said on PBS that this word “dominion” means “exercise of skilled mastery.”
 It means that we have been empowered with the capacity and, pray God, also with the conscience and compassion to replicate God’s creative benevolence in God’s world.

But the problem all along has been how people, even people of apparent faith and good will, have chosen to misinterpret the meaning of that word “dominion.”  Some years ago Gavin Maxwell, author of that wonderful best-seller entitled Ring of Bright Water,
told in a short essay of the tragic loss of two sprightly otter cubs he had brought home to Scotland from Nigeria: “A minister of the Church of Scotland, walking along the [shore] with a shotgun, found them at play by the tide’s edge and shot them.  One was killed outright, the other died of her wounds in the water.  The minister,” added Maxwell bitterly, expressed regret, but reminded a journalist, ‘The Lord gave man control 

over the beasts of the field.’”

Dominion, indeed!  God forbid that such brutality emerges as a paradigm for our human place in creation, much less a parable for our times.  Whoever thought that  “dominion” should ever mean “domination?” But it seems like those of us “in charge” have gotten away with a full measure of manipulation and abuse of what we have been given.
The psalmist said, “The earth is the Lord’s…”  (Psalm 24:1, KJV), and it is to our own peril that we ignore the tense and mood of the operative verb in that statement. It didn’t say, the earth was the Lord’s at creation, or will be the Lord’s again at the millennium, or would be the Lord’s if we hadn’t swiped it.
  It says that this blue marble we inhabit is God’s property now and always; and that we are only tenants or sharecroppers here, and that we shall owe something back, soon or late, for the privilege of occupancy.

Listen to Wendell Berry once again—in prose, but still making good sense: “God made the world because He wanted it made. He thinks it is good, and He loves it. It is His world. He has never relinquished title to it. And He has never revoked the conditions bearing on His gift to us of the use of it, that oblige us to take excellent care of it.  If God loves the world, then how might any person of faith be excused for not loving it or justified in destroying it.”
 
The care of this earth is an obligation of our humanity.  No; let’s say it more precisely:  The care of this earth is an inescapable feature of Christian discipleship.  Creation matters to God, else why would God send the Word to “become flesh and [dwell] among us?”  Christian believers have the vocation to a very special role in the stewardship of “the beauty of the earth.”
There’s no getting around it.
VI.

So what’s a Christian to do?  When you look at the laundry-list of the problems

that beset this one tired and beleaguered planet, where on earth—literally where on earth—do you begin?  What could you say you have been doing for the good of the planet?

· Replacing your divots?  Hope so, Lord knows!

· Recycling cans, bottles, plastic and paper?  That’s a worthy chore, as I’m told each Tuesday evening, just about the time I’m settling down to watch the news.

· Buying those funny-looking light bulbs that supposedly get brighter after awhile (and will surely be around longer than I’ll be alive!)?  Maybe that will help a bit.
· Nudging the thermostat a degree or two above or below the comfort level for the sake of saving some energy?  That can’t hurt, either.

· Thinking about swapping the Suburban or the Esplanade or the Hummer, saints preserve us, for a hybrid next go around? That might qualify as “sacrificial” in some circles, I’d guess.
Lot’s of things to do, I know; and most of them help to some degree….
But please excuse me if I say that each of those things by itself or all of them together run the risk of being downright trivial versus the magnitude of the problem. It is by no means a bad thing for each one of us to work self-consciously at changing our personal ecological habits; and sometimes the picayune can be prologue to the profound where that sort of self-consciousness is concerned.

Yet and still, the real basis for taking charge of the responsibility for our vocation as stewards of God’s earth will have to be much more comprehensive in scope.  We’ve got to change our hearts as well as our habits.  Roger Gottlieb recently wrote that “…the single largest environmental problem [that we have] is avoidance and denial.  Arrogance, greed and the lust for power may be a close second…,”
 but basically we’d rather ignore than engage.  
 And here’s one more thing to ponder:  “Until fairly recently our destructions of nature were more or less unwitting—the by-products, so to speak, of our ignorance or weakness or depravity.  It is our present principled and elaborately rationalized…plunder of the natural world that is something new under the sun.”

Those are painful indictments, and arguably painfully true.  And the point is clear: we’ve got to change our hearts.  And a place to begin, as Christians, is with an acknowledgement of the interrelatedness of each of our individual lives with all life on this planet, and therefore the consequences, intended or otherwise, of our actions and behavior in this world limited by time and space and circumstance of natural law. Things we do—or fail to do—make a difference.
So: what have you done— what can you do—to lighten the imprint of your footsteps upon the finite resources of this world? And more, what can we do together to replace the divot of our generation? All those major pressure points upon viable life on this planet—population; climate; basic resources such as water, air, food; sources of energy; sources of pollution:  It goes without saying that people of good will—with or without any particular measure of self-interest—can and will be of different minds concerning the causes and effects of these problems, to say nothing about the best means of resolving them.

But agree or disagree, Christians must be willing to listen to what others are saying, and stop making excuses, and join the endeavor to find solutions.  Then a next step for each one of us is to do something, “something” determined by who we are and where we are, and when and how our energies and influence can best be faithfully invested.  And if recycling or conserving energy is your best shot, then God bless you!  Do what you can
But I’d lay odds that most folks in this room can and should do more. And we belong to a generation that has more than a little atonement to do. The beauty of this earth, and its fruitfulness, and its adequacy as a habitat for generations yet to be—those things are a major part of our responsibilities as Christians.  Our faithfulness may ultimately be measured in terms of what kind of earth we are able to leave as a legacy.
“For the creation waits with eager longing 


for the revealing of the children of God.” (Romans 8:19)
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