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On this Sunday before Earth Day it seems appropriate to reflect on ways in which the Earth – or Nature – can help us to know God, and to hear God’s call to us. 

The Bible offers a good place to begin. Natural images are used to portray God so often in the Bible that it seems obvious that Nature was one of the major ways in which the Israelites and early Christians came to know God. Not just to know about God intellectually or theologically, but to know God, in the sense that we use the word when we say that we know a favorite place, a piece of music, a friend, a life partner; the kind of experiential knowing that involves every fiber of our being, not just the left side of our brain.

It’s not surprising that the people of the Bible found God in Nature. Those men and women lived close to the ground, as pastoral people and peasant farmers who knew in their bones that they were utterly dependent on flowing springs and productive soil for the water and food that they and their flocks needed. As they journeyed across the desert, their lives depended upon finding that next spring. If they found it, they lived. If not, they died. If their animals or crops flourished, they lived well. If not, they suffered from famine. Nature – land and water – was for them a palpable source of life and creativity. 

There are so many images of nature in the Hebrew Bible that I suspect it was in that mysterious creativity and in the sense of the oneness of that creativity – the idea that the same God is to be seen in the water that quenches our thirst, the food that satisfies our hunger, and even the air that supplies our breath – it was in their sense of the mysterious unity, the everywhereness of that creativity that gave rise to the sense of a monotheistic God that was somehow both transcendent and immanent, a God which no name could capture, a mysterious, creative presence that they referred to simply as YHWH, I am, I am what I am.
Charles Arian, a Rabbi at the Institute for Christian – Jewish Studies, often makes the point that the land – not the turf, but the substance of the land – was and is for the Jewish people a symbol as full of meaning as the incarnation is for Christians. The land isn’t just a token of the covenant – God’s promise to sustain the people – it’s the content of the covenant as well, the actual source of the food and the water that the Jewish people need to live.

They saw that covenant in cosmic terms, as revealed in Psalm 19:

1
The heavens are telling the glory of God;


and the firmament proclaims his handiwork.

2            Day to day pours forth speech,


and night to night declares knowledge.

3            There is no speech, nor are there words;


 their voice is not heard;

4            yet their meaning goes out through all the earth,


 and their words to the end of the world.

Anyone who has ever looked at the night sky on a clear desert night knows exactly what that passage is describing. 

But the creativity in Nature may feel less palpable to us today. Our memories of the night sky may come from a visit to the planetarium at the Science Center, our water comes from faucets, our food from a grocery store. Intellectually, we know that we’re dependent on Nature, but we don’t feel that dependence Nature on a daily basis, and we rarely experience the creativity in nature.

But we do have one advantage: science has given us detailed images that show nature’s amazing complexity, richness, and beauty at all levels from the cosmic (those fantastic Hubble shots of new-born stars!), to the fertility of an old-growth forest in the Pacific Northwest, to the biomolecular (the helical dance we see in the structure of DNA), even to the atomic level, where newly powerful electron microscopes can now allow us to sense individual atoms. 

And those images provide an enormously powerful way of sensing the incredible creativity that permeates nature on all scales. We need to revel in those rich, mysterious depths, to give thanks to the creativity that we sense in them, for the elegant, transcendent, beautiful mystery that we sense there. 

And in doing that, we have at our fingertips one of the most powerful ways of connecting a scientific perspective on nature with a Biblical sense of God’s presence in nature. We can do that by taking seriously the Biblical notion that God created everything that is, and turning to science to learn how God has chosen to create. 

To see what I mean, let’s think for a moment about Jesus’ parable of the sower, one of his major teachings, the one that several commentators see as the framework of Mark’s gospel.  You know the words:  

3“Listen! A sower went out to sow. 4And as he sowed, some seed fell on the path, and the birds came and ate it up. 5Other seed fell on rocky ground, where it did not have much soil, and it sprang up quickly, since it had no depth of soil. 6And when the sun rose, it was scorched; and since it had no root, it withered away. 7Other seed fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked it, and it yielded no grain. 8Other seed fell into good soil and brought forth grain, growing up and increasing and yielding thirty and sixty and a hundredfold.” 9And he said, “Let anyone with ears to hear listen!”

The parable describes four different settings: seed falling on the path; seed falling on shallow, rocky soil; seed falling among the thorns; and seed falling into rich soil. In the lines that follow, Jesus first compares the seed to “the word” and then equates the four settings to people who respond in four different ways to the word, perhaps four different levels of spiritual development. Several commentators argue that the whole of Mark’s gospel is an exploration of those four categories, asking the hearer to decide which soil type characterizes each group of people encountered in the gospel; and, in the end, when everyone else has run away, saying nothing to anyone because they were afraid, Mark seems to be asking his listeners what type of soil they represent. 

That’s a powerful way of reading Mark. 

But what strikes me about those four kinds of soil is that they’re not static, fixed categories. They’re carefully arranged in a progressive sequence, one that is familiar to every soil scientist and to every spiritual guide. 

To see what I mean, let’s go through the parable again, slowly. If you wish, you might try to imagine yourself quietly listening to Jesus telling the parable. Try to picture each setting in your mind. 

“Listen ... a sower went out to sow. And as he sowed, some seed fell on the path, and the birds came and ate it up.”

Now imagine that scene for a moment. Look at the dirt of the path, packed down by the tread of animals and people, and baked in the sun until it’s rock-hard. Have you known people that resistant to the word? Are there times in your own life, when you were that resistant? 

Listen once more ...  “Other seed fell on rocky ground, where it did not have much soil, and it sprang up quickly, since it had no depth of soil. And when the sun rose, it was scorched; and since it had no root, it withered away.”

Imagine that scene for a moment. Visualize that thin soil, gritty with sand, lumpy with rocks. Some lumps are fresh, others are partly weathered, soft and crumbly as you touch them. Imagine rain soaking into the soil, year after year, gradually – ever so slowly – weathering those rock lumps into soil, making the soil a little deeper, a little richer. 

Try to sense God at work in that weathering process… in the drops of rain, soaking into the soil, slowly, imperceptibly weathering the rocks … in the sunlight, warming the soil and the seed, providing the energy that encourages those seedlings to sprout up so eagerly. 

Now notice the fresh, brilliant green of those first leaves. Imagine how the sunlight feels to them as they soak up the sun’s energy, and bind that energy into complex organic molecules made from the carbon they breathe from the air and the water they drink from the soil. 

And when those seedlings do wither and die, notice that they don’t go away. They slowly wither into the soil, offering those organic molecules to the soil, gradually converting the initial mineral soil into rich, organic humus, one capable of supporting a richer kind of life. It’s their death that enriches the soil, their death that makes richer life possible. 

Perhaps you can remember a time in your life when your spiritual soil had barely begun to develop, when it had just enough depth to allow seeds to sprout, but not enough to allow them to mature. Can you sense how those early seedlings contributed to your spiritual development? How in a sense those seedlings continue to live on in your life today?

Listen again ... “Other seed fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked it, and it yielded no grain.”

Here the soil is deep enough to support thorns. That isn’t what the sower hoped for, and at first the thorns seem to waste the seed. But they perform a crucial role in soil development. They put down tough roots, roots that work deeply into the soil, structuring it, and enabling it to withstand even heavy rains. At this stage of development, erosion is the biggest risk to the soil system, and the thorns offer the protection the soil needs, in time allowing it to accumulate, gradually becoming deeper and richer.

And the thorns provide another critical function. In ecosystems like the eastern forests in which we live, deer tend to browse saplings, to chew on young trees and prevent them from maturing. Except, that is, for those saplings that happen to take root among the thorns. Those saplings are sheltered, able to grow tall enough to survive on their own. And when they do, their leaves shade the briars, taking the sunshine the briars need to survive. But the briars don’t go away. Their seeds sprout elsewhere, wherever there is sunshine and soil that needs their protection, sheltering that soil from erosion, and nurturing a new generation of saplings.

Can you remember a time when thorns were growing in your life? Think about how they helped to structure your own soil, about the young trees they sheltered? Can you perhaps sense –in retrospect ( how God found a way to work even through those thorns in your life?

Listen once last time ... “Other seed fell into good soil and brought forth grain, growing up and increasing and yielding thirty and sixty and a hundred fold.”

Imagine yourself walking with the sower as she reaches this rich soil. Pick up a handful, and allow it to run through your fingers. Feel the gritty sand, the last remnants of the now weathered rock. Feel the clay in the soil, and how well it holds moisture. See the dark, organic humus that makes the soil so rich. Remember the history that led to the richness of that soil ... the rain that gradually weathered the rock into sand and clay ... the plants that withered and died to form that humus ... The thorns that sheltered the first small creatures that lived there. 

Can you imagine the expression on the sower’s face as she looks at the soil – or at you ( and remembers the rain, the weathering, the plants that died so that this soil might become fertile?  What were the dreams, the hopes, the pain that gradually allowed the soil of your life to become rich enough to support this growth? And now, where do you sense the rich grain growing in your own life?

Read in this way, this familiar parable reveals depths of meaning that aren’t obvious in the original, depths of meaning that are central to the dynamic of nature and the process of spiritual growth … and, Jesus reminds us, central to the coming of God’s kingdom. 

That dynamic – the emergence of life from death, of rich possibility from tragedy ( that is one of the central ways of reading the Christian story. 

The amazing thing is that that dynamic seems to permeate nature on all scales. We’ve just seen it operating in the development of rich soil. We also see it in the way a forest recovers from the loss of a tree. When a large tree dies, the bare forest floor lies unprotected by vegetation, completely exposed to the ravages of rain. Pioneer species – weeds – quickly move in and establish themselves, protecting the soil. In a season or two, they’re replaced by small shrubs and thorn bushes, and those in turn give way to saplings, which eventually mature into the grand trees that form the forest canopy. That dynamic enables the forest to survive for thousands of years, though the individual trees live no more than a two or three hundred. 

We find the same dynamic operating on the longer time scale on which evolution operates. Forests have covered the continents for 400 million years, and to exist on that time scale, the biosphere needs to be very efficient at recycling. Plants and animals produce a terrific amount of waste organic matter, and if that material was allowed simply to accumulate we who live in Eastern forest systems would be up to our eyeballs in leaves and other organic debris; the carbon and nutrients they contain would be lost, and eventually the whole system would grind to a halt. But of course the system doesn’t end. Bacteria, fungi, and other microorganisms keep it going by consuming all that dead organic material and converting the carbon and nutrients it contains back into a form in which they can be endlessly recycled. So it turns out that one of our most fundamental relationships is with soil microorganisms and bacteria, which most of us never even see.

The dynamic of a healthy ecosystem involves four key factors: 

1) Every ecosystem is radically integrated. No complex organism can live alone. Each has a role to play, and the long-term welfare of the system requires both that species flourish as healthy individuals and that they be in healthy relationship with each other. In that sense, every ecosystem is a covenantal community. All members benefit from the covenant; by benefiting, all contribute to it; and by contributing, all sustain it. 

2) The health of an ecosystem depends on its ability to keep the covenant, to continue recycling energy and nutrients despite shocks to the system caused by environmental change or even loss of a species or two. It is the system’s ability to respond creatively to change – its resilience – that counts in the long run.

3) The entire system is intensely opportunistic. Whenever there’s an opportunity to use waste energy or nutrients productively, changes tend to occur. New species emerge or existing species adapt to use the waste. As they do, they forge new links for circulating energy or nutrients, and so contribute greater resilience to the system as a whole.

4) The processes of change are highly contingent. The precise way in which the system responds to opportunity can depend very much upon what species or even what individuals happen to be on hand when that opportunity emerges, and upon how those particular organisms respond to opportunities, as they perceive them. 

This process is what has enabled the richly creative forest systems to emerge from those first small terrestrial plants that struggled ashore 400 million years ago. 

The same dynamic – this balance between life and death, always with a slight excess on the side of life – can be traced all the way back to the beginning, to the Big Bang, when (as my cosmologist colleagues tell me) matter and antimatter nearly annihilated each other, but a small excess of matter always found a way of surviving. 

Hydrogen and helium were crushed and annihilated in supernovas, but at the incredibly high pressures created, helium atoms were able to combine with other helium atoms to form carbon, a very tricky element to form. And with carbon, life became possible. In most parts of the cosmos, carbon life is unable to form. But in one place – Earth – there appeared the warm, slightly salty oceans that life needed, and those oceans made possible the complex creatures and ecosystems from which we have evolved. 

In those ecosystems, as in the cosmos, we see a delicate balance between violence and peace, predation and symbiosis, destruction and creation. We sense that, somehow, against all our fears and intuition, creativity emerges despite the destruction, life despite the death. 

In all of this, I sense a mysterious, sacred presence, a creativity that triumphs, against all the odds; a creativity that seems to be worked into the very fabric of the cosmos. 

That sense of creative presence operating on all scales reminds me of the concluding image to which St Ignatius invites us in his Spiritual Exercises, written 500 years ago:

“I will consider how God dwells in all things: in the elements, giving them existence; in the plants, giving them life; in the animals, giving them sensation; in human beings, giving them intelligence; and finally, in this way, how God also dwells also in me, giving me existence, life, sensation, and intelligence…”

And then Ignatius invites us each to reflect on God’s creative work, and how we can participate in that creativity.

If we take that invitation seriously, as more than an intellectual invitation, as an invitation to know, deep in our souls, how it is that God is calling us to live, that God is calling us to live in relationship with each other, and with all creatures. If we can hear that call, and live that message, then perhaps we can feel the possibilities that Jesus’ parable of the sower invites us to see in God’s kingdom.

May it be so for us…
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