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Scripture: Psalm 104:14-23; Luke 12:22-31

I was sitting in a clearing in a woods on the grounds of Mt. Irenaeus Retreat Center. It’s a 
beautiful Franciscan monastery nestled in the Allegheny foothills near Olean, NY. It was early 
summer, mid-June actually, so it was warm but not uncomfortable. I could hear the low hum of 
insects nearby, the rustle of leaves in the wind. It was very peaceful and I was trying to connect 
myself to this web of life around me. Then I heard a birdsong I didn’t recognize. Which is 
actually not too surprising. I don’t know a lot of birds by their song. I can name a few: cardinals 
and robins, maybe the high-pitched pip of chickadee (or maybe a goldfinch, I’m not sure 
which!). But this one seemed unusual to me and I was curious to see what it looked like.

I stood up very slowly and began moving as quietly as I could out of the clearing and 
onto the path in the woods. I’m not very stealthy. I don’t know how to be quiet in a setting like 
that. I suppose I may as well have been riding an ATV for all the good my creeping along was 
doing me. But I could hear that bird continuing to sing; it had gone on for ten minutes or so. So I 
got to where it seemed like he was and I turned toward the tree I thought he was in and took one 
step…..and the bird went silent. It didn’t fly away, at least I didn’t see it fly away, but it wasn’t 
making a sound.

In that moment it struck me, and it was a sad realization, just how utterly disconnected I 
am from the world around me. I was an intruder; I did not belong in that world.

This is the dilemma our species has created for ourselves. We have cut ourselves off from 
the natural world, living instead within a synthetic bubble of manicured lawns, wildlife 
preserves, zoos, green houses and arboretums. We want nature to conform to our terms. That’s 
how our species has survived. We have tamed nature, we believe, through agriculture and 
industry, construction and development. 

Our species began its journey in Africa where homo sapiens first emerged around 
200,000 years ago. Possibly because of climate changes, we began migrating our way north 
some 60 to 70,000 years ago up toward the Eurasian peninsula along the coast of India and into 
southeast Asia and over to Australia. That migration continued for thousands of years until we 
had become a presence in nearly every corner of the planet. And wherever we migrated we 
shaped the landscape and transformed the ecosystem. This led to the introduction of invasive 
plants and animals (especially rats, by the way; rats have accompanied humans everywhere we 
have gone.), and our presence created competition for food sources with other large mammals 
causing their extinction in great numbers. 

The human journey on our planet in many ways has become a progressive movement 
away from the natural world. As our cultures have evolved we have imagined ourselves to be 
somehow superior to other creatures, of a higher order of existence. Our own religious tradition 
has tended to emphasize our sojourn on the planet as a temporary detour and not our true home.
So it’s no wonder I felt like an intruder as I stood in the woods that day, straining to hear that 



wonderful birdsong again. It was sad to think how alienated I am from the very world that gave 
me, and every one of us, birth.

Our spiritual ancestors recognized this disconnection as the result of sin. As the story is 
related in Genesis, our relationship to the planet, this conflict we’re engaged in, isn’t at all what 
Creator God intended for the creatures in the garden. Our alienation is part of the curse that 
follows the humans’ inability to accept the boundaries Creator God placed on their life in 
paradise. We’ve never done well with boundaries, it seems. We don’t like limits. And when the 
natural world gets in our way, we mow it down in the name of progress, in the belief our survival 
depends on it. When was the last time a serious argument was made and accepted for the 
preservation of wildlife for its own sake without appealing to some human benefit? The spotted 
owl controversy, resulting in the regulation of harvesting old growth timber in the Pacific 
Northwest, is a good example of a result in favor of preservation, but it is still fought by the 
lumber industry in the name of human progress and priority. Yet, rather than seeing this 
animosity as just our “natural” condition, as many opponents of conservation do, scripture holds 
that we are meant for harmony with the natural world.

Now, by harmony I don’t mean we are never in conflict with the environment. In fact, the 
world is filled with natural dangers: dangerous, predatory animals; poisonous plants; flies and 
mosquitos that carry harmful pathogens; just a couple of weeks ago we had to cancel communion 
outside because of the presence of yellow jackets. By harmony I mean we are not meant to live 
in a state of constant antagonism. We have a place in this creation just as other living creatures 
have a place. As the Psalmist says so beautifully, “You have made the moon to mark the seasons; 
the sun knows its time for setting. You make darkness, and it is night, when all the animals of the 
forest come creeping out. The young lions roar for their prey, seeking their food from God. 
When the sun rises they withdraw and lie down in their dens. People go out to their work and to 
their labor until the evening.” This home is meant for all of us. All creatures have a place here. 
The answer, even to harmful species, isn’t to wipe them all out; it’s to learn how to live 
alongside one another, protecting ourselves when needed, at times controlling populations, but 
not to the destruction of other species at the rate we’re experiencing today. 

Biologists who track such things say that a natural extinction rate is about one to five 
species per year. Currently we are seeing rates 1,000 times higher than is natural and some 
believe it may be as much as 10,000 times higher. This is the result of a number of human caused 
phenomena, some of it having to do with global warming, some to the use of various chemicals 
in agriculture and other industries, some of it has to do with our movement around the planet 
through trade and travel. We carry foreign species with us into environments that can’t tolerate 
them and those species flourish while others perish. 

Now this isn’t intentional. I don’t think we’ve set out to denude the planet of so many 
species of plants and animals. But I’m not sure it’s ignorance, either. We know how harmful our 
practices are; that’s why we have regulations to protect ourselves from their effects. I think 
what’s happening is really the result of indifference. We are so shielded from the effects of what 
we’re doing to other species that we no longer believe it matters. We no longer seem to believe 
they matter.



In her book, The Body of God, theologian Sallie McFague argues the case for what she 
calls “an ecological theology.” Her argument is, essentially, that all matter is part of God and 
therefore we are all intrinsically connected. Her hope is to move theology beyond its traditional 
human centeredness and unveil a way of thinking that puts us in contact with the whole of 
creation. She writes, “We are not aliens or tourists on earth, as some religious traditions with 
otherworldly leanings would have us believe. We evolved on this planet, the product of its 
fifteen billion year history, and we belong here as solidly as all its other life-forms, for we could 
not live nor could we have evolved elsewhere.”

In other words, the earth is our home and we are connected in the deepest way to it and 
all its creatures. And our failure to remain aware of that connection is killing them…and it’s 
killing us. 

But beyond that, we may even be doing harm to God. In his book The Book of Creation, 
John Philip Newell looks to Celtic theology to better understand the depth of our connection to 
other creatures. He writes, “creation is the expression of God.” Or, as the ninth century Irish 
teacher John Scotus Eriugena writes, “We should not therefore understand God and creation as 
two different things, but as one and the same. For creation subsists in God, and God is created in 
creation in a remarkable and ineffable way, manifesting Himself, and though invisible, making 
Himself visible, and though incomprehensible, making Himself comprehensible, and though 
hidden, revealing Himself, and though unknown, making Himself known.” If God is present in 
creation in this way, not just on the outside putting it all in motion, but expressed directly 
through the essence of creation, then the harm we’re doing is far deeper than we know. And our 
indifference is unconscionable. 

In light of that our task is to challenge that indifference. We are called to see in creation 
the very presence of God. We are called to recognize our inclusion as part of creation and our 
reliance on the vast variety of plant and animal species around us. We are called to be home. 
This planet is our home, not just a detour we’re tolerating for awhile. It’s to be cherished and 
nurtured. We need to immerse ourselves in its mysteries and learn from its rhythms, and as Jesus 
teaches, to see God’s presence expressed in the care of the birds of the air and lilies of the field 
and look to that presence for our own security as well. We aren’t meant to be in competition with 
every other species, fighting for dominance and control. We have the capacity to embrace our 
place in creation, to pattern our lives in ways that promote well-being and wholeness for us all by 
developing renewable sources for energy, sustainable practices in agriculture, and preserving the 
waterways we share with our sibling species. This is how we let go of anxiety and fear and 
awaken to God’s kingdom revealed all around us; awaken to God’s voice calling us home.

Amen


