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Today’s scriptures have been from Acts, where Stephen was stoned to death for declaring his faith and maintaining his faith even in the face of death; from Psalms, where we are reminded of the call to turn to God in times of trouble - to pray for deliverance; from I Peter, where we are told that those chosen by God are granted mercy to live out that calling and in order to live that out, we are to turn to God.  Finally we have heard the words from John telling us of the saving grace that comes from Jesus, who is the Way, the Truth, and the Life; though Christ we come to know God, and do great acts. 


Our world today requires “great acts” of faith.  We are facing perhaps the greatest challenge ever put before us as a global community.  Our world is being fundamentally altered by climate change because we have injured the creation. 


Last week we learned about being Presbyterian.  Our confessional statements identify the church as a community of people known by not only  its convictions but by its actions as well.   In our confessions, the Presbyterian Church [USA] expresses the faith of the Reformed tradition.  Related to the central affirmation that God is sovereign is the theme that we are to demonstrate “a faithful stewardship that shuns ostentation and seeks proper use of the gifts of God’s creation.”

    The word “ostentation” generally doesn’t come up in casual dinner conversations. It means, “having the quality of being ostentatious, ” showing exhibitionism, pompousness, bravado, magnificence, pageantry, splendor, spectacle, flamboyance, demonstration, and  pretending.  When you behave in an ostentatious manner, you show off, act like a braggart, swagger and parade around; your actions display a character that is full of vanity.  

Our creation has been subjected to hundreds of years of ostentatious behavior by human beings who have acted as lord and master of creation. The result is that the earth, its air, water, earth, and life are at risk. As Presbyterians we are NOT to be ostentatious; we ARE to be faithful stewards that show respect and care for God’s creation.  

Native American Jeremiah Wolfe, an elder on the Cherokee Council in North Carolina, also a Methodist for over 40 years,  showed great spirituality and wisdom when he spoke of the Cherokee people and their love of the land, of how they only took what they absolutely needed, and how they gave thanks to God when having to take any part of it for themselves.  His concluding remark was, “All things are connected, you know….” 

I feel that way. The older I get the more connected I feel to all of creation.  This makes sense when we remember that we were created out of the earth itself.  In Hebrew, “adamah” means earth or soil; therefore, Adam means “earthman,” man made from earth. “Dust thou art, and unto dust thou shalt return.”  All living things are part of the life cycle of creation.

Baird Callicott, Professor of Philosophy and Religious Studies, and environmental philosopher has authored many publications on environmental ethics. He takes as his leading premise Lepold's dictum, "A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community."  He also insists that the environment should be protected and preserved so that the natural order is maintained. Examples would be the domestication of animals, large-scale farming operations, or activities that impinge upon the natural ecosystem are morally wrong.  According to Callicott,  the point of ethics is to maintain the natural order, which he argues, is intrinsically good.  That, too, makes sense when we read in Genesis, “God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good.” 

 Callicott wrote of a similar sense of connectedness not so pleasant. Standing on the banks of a river one day viewing the industrial waste and sewage that choked its waters with black and brown silt, he felt a pain deep inside himself.  Even though he had no plans to purchase land there or drink the water, he felt wounded with it. He said, "It occurred to me that the river was a part of me. "  

Some of you have may have had experiences where you felt part of the creation.  As you may know, I am a cat lover.  I once had a lovely tabby with green eyes that would lie on my chest and we would look into each other’s eyes. I always sensed a kinship, a connection, an intelligence that was a bit unsettling – an awareness that she, like other animals I have known, are not just dumb creatures we can do with as we will, but fellow creatures with a common bond. We share much with those in creation that are different from us.


But, as far as ostentation goes, we modern people, for many reasons, have often come to see ourselves as lords over and against creation - above and better than it is. Perhaps it's because, unlike past generations who were more in touch with nature, our technology has disconnected us from it.   

I can remember being in Yellowstone National Park watching the stars hanging out of the sky while listening to distant coyotes howling. Today’s world offers fewer and fewer places to view the constellations because of artificial light.  A satellite photo of the United States gives the appearance that the entire country is ablaze.  Possibly when we stop gazing at the stars we get an overly exalted opinion of ourselves!  

Concrete now rivals grass in nature; pre-packaged food have replaced prepared food. Water comes from faucets instead of wells.  Consequently it is often difficult for young people to see any connection between soil, water, sunshine, and creation.  We have become disconnected from creation and in this process something necessary for our own good has disappeared. 

We take creation for granted and it is only during times of drought or the experience of natural disasters that we realize our dependence on it.  This should humble us – remind us that we are not as independent and in control as we might like to think.   

Ostentatious?  This detachment from creation has led to its abuse. We view the gifts of the earth as "stuff" to take and use however we wish, without any thanks or thought as to what it may do to the rest of creation. But what we do to the creation - to the water, the air, and the soil has profound implications for the whole world.   

We are ostentatious when we think of only people as our neighbors. All of God’s creation is our neighbor and as God’s people [and as Presbyterians] we must do a better job of loving it. We are truly ostentatious when think we own the earth.  The earth really does not belong to us. The Psalms tell us that “the earth is the Lord's and all that is in it, the world, and those who live in it; it is not ours to do with as we please.”   We are trustees and stewards - not the owners.  Our Presbyterian confession states that we are to be, “ a faithful stewardship that shuns ostentation and seeks proper use of the gifts of God’s creation.”

Being given “dominion” over the earth, as often the Genesis story is interpreted, does not mean that we can use it anyway we like. We are the earth’s caregivers.  Just as now in spring we look to our gardens and the gifts they offer, we need to remember we are only the gardeners – those given the charge to love and care for the creation – doing everything in our power to care for it.  

What does this mean? Maybe it means recycling everything we can or buying hybrid cars and trucks that burn cleaner fuels, or turning off all items like computers and lights when they are not in use.  Maybe it means turning off the tap when we are brushing our teeth or by taking shorter showers. It can mean being informed and supporting policies and laws that seek to protect and preserve our environment now and not twenty years from now.  

 Loving our neighbor the earth might mean volunteering at the humane society or asking our government to look for renewable clean sources of energy.  We should be reminded that as we show love and care for our neighbor, the earth, we are also caring for ourselves. We are forever connected. 

I have an activity that demonstrates my point. There are rolls of yarn out there in the congregation and I want you to take one end and then pass it around to each other and also across the aisles.  

Now wiggle the piece of yarn you are holding. What do you notice? We are all connected. Moving the yarn in one place sends vibrations throughout the whole web. We are all connected.  We are yarn, woven by the Creator into the very fiber of creation - not only connected to one another but to every tree, plant, and living creature - to the whole of creation. What we do impacts it and what happens in it impacts us.  

When we realize this we begin to see that our neighbors are not just those who look like us, but also the flowers, the streams, the turtles, the dolphins, the marshlands, the forests, the hills, the air - the whole universe. Remember what Jeremiah said,  “All things are connected, you know…”  
Scripture reminds us that it is in hard times that we are to turn to God-for prayer and for the power to perform good works.  The opportunity is before us, to set the example and be a light in this world greening our churches, our homes, and calling on our leaders to fight climate change.  

There is another tenet of our confessions that relates to the care of creation. We are charged as people of God to work for the transformation of society. As we love and care for our earth we also care for our vulnerable brothers and sisters – those who are not equipped to deal with the impacts of climate change such as flooding, disease, drought, and stronger hurricanes.  

Christ died so that we may have life, and participate in the saving of this world. We have the opportunity. We can take steps to fight for the health of our world and in so doing assist our brothers and sisters. 

  Let us not be ostentatious; let us become the stewards of the world that God intended for us to be.  AMEN.
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