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“The Fierce Urgency of Now” (An Earth Day Reflection)
Psalm 19:1-6; Romans 8:18-23
4th Sunday of Easter/April 30th, 2023
Rev. Dr. Scott M. Kenefake

Let us pray:
Living God, with joy we celebrate the presence of your risen Word. Enliven our hearts by your Holy Spirit so that we may proclaim the good news of eternal and abundant life, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
__________________________________
“Humanity is on thin ice, and that ice is melting fast,” António Guterres, the Secretary-General of the United Nations, recently warned, in response to a newly alarming climate report. The ice is melting, in large part, because the world keeps burning fossil fuels. To change that, the U.S. will need to join other nations in replacing machines that burn them—cars, stoves, furnaces, and eventually things like planes and factories—with machines that run on electricity. We’ll also have to generate that electricity cleanly. In recent years, both tasks have become easier. Gadgets like electric cars and bikes, induction stovetops, and heat pumps are in showrooms now. And although the prices of coal, gas, and oil are artificially low—because the government subsidizes them and because they don’t include the costs of wrecking the planet—solar and wind power are often cheaper.
The transition to a livable and sustainable future will still be a staggering undertaking. One reason is inertia: we’ve been conditioned to like gasoline cars and gas stoves; many of us don’t think about our furnaces or air-conditioners until they break, at which point we might take whatever replacement we can get. Vested interests are even more toxic: so far, the fossil-fuel industry and its … allies have obstructed even modest changes … Quietly but just as ominously, proposed solar and wind and battery farms often spend years in a bureaucratic purgatory known as the “interconnection queue,” largely because utilities and regulators are so slow to approve new hookups to the grid.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Bill, McKibben, A Case for Climate Optimism, and Pragmatism, from John Podesta, The New Yorker, April 25, 2023] 

I want you to think about these things in light of our scripture readings for today, the broad mainstream of the Judeo-Christian tradition, and the wisdom of other religious traditions. 
You see, in our Scriptures, the Divine reverberates from every corner of creation. Listen to the first four verses of Psalm 19 again:
The heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims (God’s) handiwork. Day to day pores forth speech, and night to night declares knowledge. There is no speech, nor are there words; their voice is not heard; Yet their voice goes out through all the earth, and their words to the end of the world. (Psalm 19:1-4)
In a similar way, traditional Native American spirituality is often associated with honoring the sacredness of all creation. For example, in the mid-19th century, Chief Seattle said, “Our religion … is written in the hearts of our people. Every part of this country is sacred … every hillside, every valley, every plain and grove …”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Chief Seattle’s Farewell Speech, 1854, http://firstpeoplesvoices.com/seattle.htm] 

In a similar way, when reading Genesis 1, it is helpful to note that the Hebrew word translated as “created” is not in the static past tense. It can also be interpreted as “In the beginning, when God began to create the heavens and the earth …,” suggesting that God initiated a creative process that continues even to this moment. The God of Genesis is a creating God. (And), [because] we are made in God’s image, we are made not only to bring order out of chaos but also to be creators … We are emerging beings, blessed to be a blessing, and bearing special responsibility toward the creation in which we live and move and have our being.[footnoteRef:3]   [3:  David M. Felten and Jeff Proctor-Murphy, Living the Questions: The Wisdom of Progressive Christianity, Harper One, New York, 2012, p. 137] 

David Felten and Jeff Proctor-Murphy suggest that … praying with one’s eyes open is more a part of the spiritual life than many have considered. For instance, St. Ignatius of Loyola, founder of the Jesuit order, encouraged an attitude of finding God in all things and all things in God … This sacramental embrace of creation has its roots in the earliest expressions of Christianity, the practices of mystics, the philosophy (and theology) of Teilhard de Chardin, and the first “Process” thinkers, Alfred North Whitehead and (Presbyterian) Charles Hartshorne. Embracing a consciousness of the Divine in everything (and everything being enveloped by the Divine) counters the dualistic idea of God being somewhere “out there” with a profound and immediate awareness of the divine presence here and now.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Ibis, p, 138] 

The writer John Steinbeck captures what this awareness feels like. He writes:
“And it is a strange thing that most of the feeling we call religious, most of the mystical outcrying which is one of the most prized and used and desired reactions of our species, is really the understanding and the attempt to say that [humanity] is related to the whole thing, related inextricably to all reality, known and unknowable. This is a simple thing to say, but the profound feeling of it made a Jesus, a St. Augustine, a St. Francis, a Roger Bacon, a Charles Darwin, and an Einstein. Each of them in his own tempo and with his own voice discovered and reaffirmed with astonishment the knowledge that all things are one thing, and that one thing is all things—plankton, a shimmering phosphorescence on the sea and the spinning planets and an expanding universe, all bound together by the elastic string of time. It is advisable to look from the tide pool to the stars and then back to the tide pool again.”[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  John Steinbeck, The Log from the Sea of Cortez, Viking Press, New York, 1941, p. 218] 

Unfortunately, the hoped-for response from some Christians (and many others—humanity writ-large) has not been gratitude or responsibility, but exploitation. Long before the rise of the Religious Right in America, colonial and imperialist Christian attitudes were driven by the conviction that God has granted human beings “dominion over … every living thing that moves upon earth” (Gen. 1:28). [But] our dominion has been interpreted (wrongly in my view) as permission to exhaust creation’s resources for our own purposes, with creation serving as a mere backdrop for the human/divine drama. (A better translation of that verse might be to “care for” or “to be stewards of” every living thing that moves upon the earth). 
Megan McKenna points out that we humans (often times justifying our actions through the use of bad or flawed theology) are advancing the destruction of creation in measurable ways. She says:
“By the year 2045 half of everything that has been created will be gone. We are cataloguing things that exist, and we are losing at least 10,000 of them a year. What will it be like if your children or your grandchildren never saw a whale? Or a pod of dolphins? Or they don’t eat fish anymore by the year 2040? Most of [the environmental destruction that’s happened on the earth has happened in the last fifty years, when Christian nations have been the apex of society, using religious texts to validate what they do. Never once are we asking, “Are we insulting the God of Creation by the way we live and what we do—and using the God of Creation to destroy it?” That’s spitting in the face of God. 
You see, part of honoring creation will involve unlearning the notion of dominion as a license to do whatever we want with creation. A dominion patterned on care and responsibility will help address the unsustainable use of land, water, and energy that our culture has fallen into. 
Robert Musil, the Professor of Global Environmental Politics at America University, picks up on this theme. He points out that if Jesus was serious when he said, “Just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me” (Matt. 25:40), then we should take seriously that more than five million poor children die each year from diseases related to the environment. Asthma, dysentery, cholera, and malaria are all exacerbated by pollution, poverty, war, and the disruption of our global climate. In many instances, rising temperatures lead to the spread of disease-carrying mosquitoes. Drinking water fouled by floods or hurricanes can bear bacteria that in the belly of a poor, malnourished baby means not merely diarrhea, but death. 
He says, “The biblical texts we need for this journey are not only those about the goodness of God’s creation, the lilies of the field, the coming of rain in the desert. The essential texts describe Jesus’s ministry, his call to heal, to bring hope to suffering humanity, to do justice, to bring peace to those—especially the most vulnerable—who are in danger.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Robert K. Musil, Global Climate Change: Polar Bears, Penguins and People,” sermon text available at: http://firstucc.org/wp-content/uploads/2009/02/sermon-by-robert-k-musil,pdf

] 

Thankfully, many Christians today are finally beginning to understand the interconnectedness of all creation from a religious perspective—the sense of oneness with God, with each other, and with Creation. Theologian Matthew Fox even suggests Mother Earth as a metaphor for the crucified and resurrected Jesus; innocent of any crime, she has blessed us for billions of years and is now being killed by pollution. Even so, she rises daily to redeem us, holding out hope for a radical change in the human heart and spirit. 
Fox says: “To be compassionate as God is compassionate is to both rejoice in the delight and beauty of the world, of creation, but also to defend them. To defend creation. And to defend what’s beautiful.”
You know, when Earth Day was established 54 years ago, its focus was on preserving and protecting. In its early days, it addressed issues like air and water pollution, deforestation, nuclear testing and so forth. It was a “conservation” endeavor, not an “environmental” one. Climate change was not yet widely recognized. The awakening created by this movement led to several valuable actions, including the establishment of the Environmental Protection Agency. Much has changed in this half-century, with our focus shifting from “a future worth living” to whether there will be a future at all!

Our conundrum, however, is that the industrialization of our planet, which has brought us once-unimaginable gifts, has also contributed to an arrogance which sees us as “apart from,” rather than “a part of.” This is an important challenge in our day.

St. Francis of Assisi can be helpful here. In the 13th century, Francis of Assisi believed one should engage with the environment. He called the sun “our Brother Sun, who brings us the day and the light” and called the moon “Sister Moon.” He went on speaking of “our Brothers Wind and Air,” and spoke of them as “upholding life.” Even addressing “Sister Water, who is very useful to us, and humble and precious and pure.”

John Muir can also be helpful to us. He said: “When one tugs at a single thing in nature, he finds it attached to the rest of the world.”

Muir understood that everything is connected. And Martin Luther King Jr. based his life on it when he said, “We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.” We are a part of creation, and we are connected to one another. 

But there is a reality that holds these together (which is also very biblical): it’s that we belong to those who come after us.

Ask yourself: What will their life be like? Crazy Horse spoke for them when he urged, “Treat the earth well: it was not given to you by your parents, it was loaned to you by your children.”

In a similar way, there is a greeting the Masai people use, in southwestern Kenya, when they meet each other. The greeting is, “How are the children?” And the response is, “All the children are well.”

Friends, as we reflect upon our own role in this changing world, is there a better question for us to ask than, “How are the children?”

Let us pray—

“God, you have made our world and seen that it is good; grant to us, created to complete your work, the bright, delightful vision that makes us care for what we do.”


