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February 13

In his classic poem, Intimations of Mortality, William Wadsworth reflects on the glory and beauty of nature but laments: “ There has passed away a glory from the earth”. The second stanza reads: “ The rainbow comes and goes and lovely is the rose. The moon doth with delight look round her when the heavens are bare. Waters on a starry night are beautiful and fair. The sunrise is a glorious birth. But yet I know where’ere I go that there has passed away a glory from the earth”.


I serve on the advisory board of a group called Interfaith Power and Light. It helps congregations, synagogues, parishes and mosques to pay attention to energy use and helps them opt for solar panels or alternate forms of lighting fixtures to combat global warming.  It educates about ecology. Over the last ten years, the various parishes connected with it have reduced, through attention to cutting down on energy use, their carbon footprint by 64 million pounds. As one Catholic pastor connected to Interfaith Power and Light, the Rev. Charles Morris of St. Elizabeth’s in Wyondotte, Michigan, puts it: “ We can no longer treat God’s good earth as a dumping ground”. Interfaith Power and Light called for a Preach-In this weekend on the issue of global warming and our responsibilities as stewards for God’s creation. Thus, this homily.

I do not know whether you have ever deeply prayed the various nature psalms in the Book of Psalms. Five nature psalms ( Psalms 8, 19, 29, 104, 148) stand out as overall generally nature psalms. They remind us that God created the earth and saw it was good and that we mortals are called to be co-stewards of God’s good creation.  As Psalm 148 puts it:“ Praise the Lord from the heavens, give praise in the heights. Praise him sun and moon, give praise all shining stars. Praise him , highest heavens. For the Lord commanded and they were created , assigned them their duties forever, gave them their tasks. Praise the Lord from the earth, you sea monsters and all deep waters; you lightning and hail, snow and clouds, storm winds that fulfill his command; you mountains and all hills, fruit trees and all cedars; you animals wild and tame, you creatures that crawl and fly”. The scriptures tell us that we are called to be stewards of God’s good creation. As the creation of humans narrative in Genesis puts it: God placed Adam and Eve in the garden “ to cultivate and care for it”.

Whether it be Augustine’s paeons of praise to creation or Assisi’s great  nature hymn, nature mysticism has long abounded in Christian spirituality. Remember Francis’ canticle of the Sun: “ Be praised , my Lord, though all your creatures, especially through my Lord, Brother Sun, who brings the day and you give light through him. And he is beautiful and radiant in all his splendor! Of you, Most High, he bears your likeness” So, nature also bears God’s imprint and likeness. It can never be the mere play thing at the total and utter use of humans. “ Be praised, my Lord, through our sister, Mother Earth, who feeds us and rules us and produces various fruits with colored flowers and herbs”.
A contemporary Christian, Nigel Cooper, has penned his own nature psalm: “ Here I sit looking through the window of your creation: but I am also created, a piece of your making, fresh air from your world beyond comes into my nostrils; your breath builds up my blood and gets into my brain! Even while sitting and breathing I belong to your world, where does my body end and nature begin? This earth is not just another thing outside myself: your whole creation is a mystery of which I’m a part. In our own eyes we think of ourselves as distinct and different: we feel that humanity can dominate the beasts and the earth, but we cannot simply be selfish, we’ll have to repent: we must turn ourselves round before nature bites back; the trees and the animals we’ve exploited, we’d now like to save: to begin to plan for the future and learn from the past. For everything is your creating and we can treasure it; We’ll value the planet. To be able to be fully human, we need your creation. So nature requires us also to be part of her life; I rely on the natural world so that I can survive. We all can join in the dance with your world of nature.”

I have been lecturing and writing on issues of eco-justice and creation care for a decade. I spare you the details of the science about impending sea rise ( predicted for us in San Francisco—by our  own Bay Area Planning Commission—as a three foot rise which will inundate SFO airport and parts of the Marina) due to glacial melting ( even if you are a skeptic about global warming due to human carbon footprints, the science is clear about global sea rise). I spare you the details of the science about the long droughts in Australia, the Amazon ( with the dangers that that carbon sink in the Amazon forest will be scorched and turned into mere marshland) and Africa and its implications for food shortages. I pass over the science about desertification ( as the Sahara and the great China desert keep encroaching on new, now habitable areas). Or about water pollution and serious water shortages in Peru, Bolivia, India and China as the glaciers melt in the Andes and the Himalayas. Not to mention the theories about ‘ peak oil”, i.e. the scientific predictions that the actual amount of oil retrievable through cost-effective ways will soon dry up. You may have seen an article in The New York Times recently about the predictions of a depletion of Saudi Arabian oil. The world as we know it will drastically change in our children’s time, even if we do begin to address the world’s carbon footprint. Already the Netherlands is spending billions to shore up its dikes and ocean protections against sea rise. Willy-nilly, the world’s average temperature ( not just a few days in winter but overall), will rise 2 degrees centigrade whatever we do. But if we do nothing to address the issue, the dangers are not trivial or manageable but catastrophic.

I take a clue from today’s gospel with its scheme of  antitheses around the rhetoric: “ You have heard of old, But I say to you”. I suspect there may be climate change skeptics in our midst ( I recently heard a lecture from the Commonwealth Club where the scientist noted that such climate skeptics are nowhere else found in the world—not in Europe, Peru, Australia—only here. What does that say about us, per capita the greatest contributors to global warming ?). You have heard it said by the climate skeptics but I say to you: ( First) Hard to believe the world organizations of scientists does not include climate skeptics. Scientists differ about the possible pace ( slower or faster) of climate change; they differ about estimates of projected sea rises this century; they differ on proposed solutions to address global warming; they differ about how many degrees we can tolerate ( with, however, serious adjustments needed to tolerate them) but not that global warming is occurring; that it is due to human carbon imprints and behaviors ( such, for example, as in our vast raping of tropical forests which accounts for 20% of global warming); and that, if not addressed and we simply continue our present course, the warming will be truly catastrophic, possibly destroying human life or most of it as we know it. ( Second) Follow the money. A number of so-called climate skeptics are pay rolled by  large energy corporations and, by the way, almost none are climatologists. Anyway, you can educate yourselves. Go read Global Climage.Org for the debates among serious scientists.

Well, a number of people think there is not much we can do. Thomas Friedman in his book, Hot, Flat and Crowded opines that only massive action by governments and large corporations can address the huge scale of global warming. He may be right. Yet, Christians have a long tradition of ascetic practices which, while small, raise their consciousness and conscience to problems. I have seen parishes and congregations which try to address global warming and ecological issues by: (1) instituting a one day car free Sunday; ( 2) doing tours of toxic waste dumps in their area; ( 3) partnering with a third world parish for planting carbon sink trees to absorb the CO2; ( 4) Growing organic gardens on the church ground; ( 4) banning plastic cups from parish facilities ( a Catholic Parish in Pacoima did that). My crucial point is that the Christian response to the threat of global warming is threefold: ( A) Placing a stress on our stewardship of God’s creation;  (B) Acting in ways which provide hope—not Polyannish optimism but real hope; ( C) Finding real spiritual practices which lift up the issue. The hope is that such small actions will make us aware of the larger response called for if we will avoid—I consciously choose this word—‘ blaspheming’ God’s good creation. We are to join ourselves to the grandeur of God and like the Holy Spirit brood over our bent world. If you are interested in getting more information from Interfaith Power and Light there is a sign up sheet to sign at the Parker Street entrance after mass.

Let me end with a nature mystic poem by the Jesuit Poet, Gerard Manley Hopkins: “ The world is charged with the grandeur of God. It will flame out, like shining from shook foil. Why do men then now not rock his rod ? Generations have trod, have trod; and all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil; and wears man’s smudge and shares man’s smell; the soil is bare now, nor can foot feel, being shod. And for all this, nature is never spent; there lives the deepest freshness deep down things; Oh morning, at the brown brink eastward springs—Because the Holy Ghost over the bent world broods with warm breast and with ah! Bright wings.”
