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This past Monday was Earth Day, which has been celebrated annually on April 22nd since 1970. The theme for this year  is Planet vs. Plastics [and to mark that] Earthday.org has called for a 60% global reduction in plastic production by 2040. 
In November 2023, [to bring public attention to the health threat that microplastics pose], earthday.org released its report Babies vs. Plastics, which collated some of the latest science on the subject. The Guardian newspaper carried an Op Ed about the report highlighting that it is the children of the Global South who are being the most impacted by exposure to microplastics.
Related to this, House of Hope has recently been certified once again as an Earth Care Congregation, by our denomination, the Presbyterian Church USA. To become certified as Earth Care Congregations churches take the “Earth Care Pledge” and complete activities and projects in the fields of worship, education, facilities, and outreach. The pledge reads in part:
The earth and all creation are God’s. God calls us to be careful, humble stewards of this earth, and to protect and restore it for its own sake, and for the future use and enjoyment of the human family.
Some of our recent efforts include our new HVAC and electrical systems which are dramatically reducing our carbon footprint, newly ordered recycling bins and receptacles which will soon be placed strategically throughout our campus, three new bike racks which are also in process of being placed, and new LED lighting throughout our buildings. 
I share this with you because in recent years the vast majority of people in both church and society have moved on from the question, why should we care? to what are we to do? Gone are the days in which Christian environmental thinkers were primarily concerned with trying to convince people to love the wider-than-human creation. Christians now are turning toward more practical discernment. In Sharon Delgado’s words, the question is “How can we face these realities, discern their implications, emerge with our faith intact, and respond with words and actions that demonstrate God’s loving intentions for the world?”
Although climate change is still seen by many as a new problem, many Christians are seeking resources from within the Christian tradition itself to help shape responses. As Kevin J. O’Brien writes, the “claim of uniqueness is very common in writing about climate change,” but “a movement for climate justice requires good news from the past in order to look with realistic hope into the future.” And so, Christians are turning toward inherited wisdom as sources of continuity in thought and practice.
For example, Catholic organizations and other faith-based groups (including most of the major Protestant denominations) pushing for global action on climate change celebrated Pope Francis’s new apostolic exhortation on the environment, a sequel of sorts to his 2015 encyclical that some said “highlights the stark realities” of a climate crisis that only gets graver in the pontiff’s view.
Unlike the pope’s earlier encyclical, which offered a sweeping overview of various scientific and economic causes of climate change, the new, 12-page Laudate Deum, unveiled last October to coincide with the feast of St. Francis of Assisi, focuses on what Francis argues are the persistent failures of global governments to respond to global warming over the past eight years.
“With the passage of time, I have realized our responses have not been adequate, while the world in which we live is collapsing and may be nearing the breaking point,” [Francis writes], later noting that the world’s poor are most likely to be impacted by the ravages of climate change.
Creation care, however, [to the surprise of many] actually has deep roots in scripture and has been championed by many Christian leaders down through the centuries such as Francis of Assisi, Hildegard of Bingen, and even John Calvin. 
Let’s start with Hildegard of Bingen. Hildegard was a Benedictine Nun and Prioress who lived in Bingen, Germany, in the 1110’s. She was a medieval polymath, a brilliant woman who was an herbalist, a doctor of the church, a preacher, an avant-garde musician, and a visionary leader. Her words and thinking are timeless, and she has garnered quite a modern audience. 
In January 2023, The New Yorker published a large article on Hildegard titled, “Hildegard of Bingen Composes the Cosmos: How a Visionary Medieval Nun Became a Towering Figure in Early Musical History.” 
Musicians, of course, already knew this about her, but Hildegard’s message is especially important for Earth Day, this year, and every year. Writing in Medieval Latin, she displays profound love and respect for the earth, and she coined a phrase for nature’s fecundity and vitality: viriditas. To Hildegard viriditas speaks to the greening power of God—a power she saw for herself in the lush green hills of the Rhine River Valley. To her, God is the source of greening for both the earth and our souls. “Oh most honored Greening Force,” she prays in Causae et Curea, “You who roots the sun; You who lights up, in shining serenity, within a wheel that earthly excellence fails to comprehend.” Viriditas!
She believed, as did the Psalmist, that, “The whole earth is the Lord’s” (Psalm 24:1), our first reading today, and she saw in our relationship with the earth an opportunity to “green our souls.” This world, filled with God’s grandeur, is to be loved. 
Hildegard is a nun for our modern climate worries. She can steady our souls as we tackle hard conversations about our care of the earth, She can help our spirits sing as she reminds us that, “every creature is a glittering, glistening mirror of Divinity.” According to Jes Kast, “Her passion for God, and the earth, capture our attention when she says, ‘Be not lax in celebrating!’ So let us celebrate this planet we call home, and work to care for her well, for in doing so we are also loving our God.”   
You may be surprised to discover that John Calvin, the 16th century Protestant Reformer, agreed with her. John Calvin loved nature. For a fallen humanity that could no longer trust its own speculations, nature became, along with the Bible, a way to encounter the power and glory of God uncorrupted by human sin. 
Calvinists and Reformed folk in America embraced and developed Calvin’s love of nature in a number of ways, from seeking God’s voice in solitary sojourns in nature to developing a strong tradition of natural history and science as contemplation of God’s work. Puritans and early Congregationalists were often in awe of the American wilderness.
These American Calvinists were equally driven by a duty to improve it and exercise good stewardship over it. The parable of the steward in Luke 16 and the parable of the talents in Matthew 25, as well as the agricultural metaphor of the vine and branches, in today’s reading from John 15, were always favorites. 
Improvement and stewardship were therefore taken together as a moral imperative guided by a divine good rather than the human goods of efficiency and profit. Puritans arriving in America often imagined and hoped that improvement and stewardship would lead to the creation of new Edens, of places where culture and the natural world worked in harmony for the glory of God.
As Congregationalism slowly moved away from its Calvinist and Reformed center it lost its cultural value and importance to the conservation movement. However, newly arrived Scottish Presbyterians would fill the resulting leadership vacuum, animating the duties of improvement and stewardship with a moral fervor inherited from John Knox.
At nearly the same moment, an Emerson-inspired movement was reaching maturity, drawing other Presbyterians out of what they felt was the dogmatism of their religious practice and reminding them of their love of nature. Those who made this journey, like John Muir and Ansel Adams, were mostly lapsed Presbyterians animated by a love of nature and a moral imperative to overcome sin and avarice. They were still compelled by a duty for improvement and stewardship, but without the structure of religion. Out of this, the Progressive Era was born, which lasted from 1890 to 1920, and the conservation movement achieved its greatest successes.
Fast forward to today. According to Oxford Researcher, Bethany Sollereder, the 51 billion tons of carbon dioxide we pump into the air each year is wrapping an atmospheric blanket around our planet. This blanket is causing sea ice to melt, oceans to rise, storms to intensify, and heat records to be broken annually. The message we keep hearing is that we have to change our ways, or these trends will continue.
(But) tucked away in the pages of scientific journals, a different message is emerging. “We argue that the intervention time left to prevent tipping could already have sunk towards zero,” writes Timothy Lenton of the University of Exeter. Christopher Scotese of the University of Texas agrees: “We are leaving our Ice Age heritage behind. A new, warmer world awaits us.”
In other words, the time to prevent climate change, some scientists warn, is past. Now we need to think about adapting, as Earth’s climate systems tip out of the stable state, they have been in during the last 10,000 years.
There is, however, some good news: for the most part, we don’t have to fight over what we should do. The activities we should pursue if we are going to adapt well to climate change are largely the same as what we would do if we were trying to prevent climate change. The urgency of cutting down on carbon emissions remains. We should still plant more trees, use less stuff, eat less meat, and create less carbon dioxide. These actions will slow the rate of climate change, giving all creatures a chance to migrate and adapt to a new normal—and giving us time to invent new technologies that can help all other creatures live well in a new climate.
Friends, the texts for this Sunday give ample opportunity to tease out themes of responsibility, vision, and hope in the face of ecological degradation and climate change. Given the environmental future we’re facing, we would do well to address it with resurrection hope.
Remember that the book of Revelation culminates in the vision of the New Jerusalem, descending from on high. The images are pulsing with health and life, with the crystalline river filled with the water of life and the tree of life for the healing of the nations.
Scripture ends where it begins, with harmony among humans and creation and a tree in the midst of it all. Death has lost all power. Sin is nowhere to be found. Civilization and nature exist together. There is utter peace in all that God has made.
This is almost the polar opposite of the vision that comes for me when I read climate reports. Climate despair is real. With good reason, people who are paying attention to environmental science are losing hope that any beautiful vision exists for our future. 
But God’s New Jerusalem—which takes place on the earth and not in some far-off heaven—can inspire and give hope. It can give us something to work for and pray for. If we can’t imagine it, we can’t become it.



