Earth, Faith, Life

A sermon by Rev. Joe Hoffman
Earth Day — April 22, 2007

This past week was a week of travel and adventure for me. I drove to Washington DC to
participate in the Human Rights Campaign Clergy Lobby Day, talking with senators and
representatives in congress about two new bills — one on hate crimes and the other on
worker discrimination. It was good to be there. Good to participate in the process of
government decision making. Good to be with such a diverse group of people
representing a variety of religious traditions from across the country.

The drive up and back was beautiful. I left Asheville Monday morning in the midst of the
strong winds that knocked down power lines and trees, and brought in cold weather. I
drove through snow less than an hour from here before I came to the still cold but sunny
skies and the beautiful rolling hills and mountain ridges of Tennessee and then Virginia. I
felt excited to be traveling and glad for some time away. I felt the glory of God all around
me in the wonder of Earth and all of creation.

But in the midst of my drive, actually as I was driving by the exit on Interstate 81 for
Virginia Tech, the news broke that a tragedy was taking place there —a gunman had
killed a student is how the story broke — with as many as five in the hospital injured. But
very soon, as you well know, the number of those killed jumped to 20 and eventually to
33. The beautiful day was suddenly marred by the ugliness of violence.

Of course, as if this was not enough, we soon learned that it was to be a very deadly week
in Iraq as well. More death and violence than usual — which is already too much every
day.

This has been our week. And in my own life, add in 2 deaths, a wedding, and today is
Emma Claire’s 16" birthday. A mixture of joy and sorrow. Of beauty and devastation. Of
trying to make sense of what makes no sense. And we are left to carry on in some way. |
am glad we are here together. We need each other. We need to remember who we are.
We need to remember the source of our hope.

It helped me to hear the words of a Virginia Tech professor and poet as she tried to offer
some grounding, some perspective on the violence at her school. Nikki Giovanni closed
the school’s convocation on Tuesday with these words, which you might have heard. But
they are worth hearing again.
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Delivered April 17, 2007

Professor Nikki Giovanni speaks
at Convocation, April 17, 2007.

We are Virginia Tech.

We are sad today, and we will be sad for quite a while. We are not moving on, we are
embracing our mourning.

We are Virginia Tech.

We are strong enough to stand tall tearlessly, we are brave enough to bend to cry, and
we are sad enough to know that we must laugh again.

We are Virginia Tech.

We do not understand this tragedy. We know we did nothing to deserve it, but neither
does a child in Africa dying of AIDS, neither do the invisible children walking the night
away to avoid being captured by the rogue army, neither does the baby elephant
watching his community being devastated for ivory, neither does the Mexican child
looking for fresh water, neither does the Appalachian infant killed in the middle of the
night in his crib in the home his father built with his own hands being run over by a
boulder because the land was destabilized. No one deserves a tragedy.

We are Virginia Tech.

The Hokie Nation embraces our own and reaches out with open heart and hands to those
who offer their hearts and minds. We are strong, and brave, and innocent, and unafraid.
We are better than we think and not quite what we want to be. We are alive to the
imaginations and the possibilities. We will continue to invent the future through our
blood and tears and through all our sadness.

We are the Hokies.

We will prevail.

We will prevail.

We will prevail.

We are Virginia Tech.

With her words, the campus erupted in applause and a standing ovation as they drunk in
her words of truth and grace. They found in her a source of hope.

As I drove all of Wednesday — knowing that it was Earth Day coming, knowing that I had
to start with the realities of our week, wondering if we could get to Earth day at all, I
looked out the window of the van and I found myself feeling embraced once again by the
beauty of Earth. The cherry trees were in full bloom. The landscape was a mixture of
trees budding and flowers blooming in contrast to winter cold and barrenness not quite
ready to let go. The sky was a gorgeous deep blue. The farms were home to horses and
cows. Wild birds flew overhead. I am sure deer and coyote and fox were just out of sight
in the woods surrounding the farms. This was Earth. This was home. And somehow the
splendor of all the diversity gave me peace. Thomas Berry has said that “we have a
magnificent sense of the divine because we live in such a resplendent world.” (Earth as
Sacred Community, p. 48)
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I was also reminded of a favorite poet — Wendell Berry — whose poem The Peace of Wild
Things has often held me when hope was hard to find:

When despair for the world grows in me

and I wake in the night at the least sound

in fear of what my life and my children’s lives may be,
I go and lie down where the wood drake

rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds.
I come into the peace of wild things

who do not tax their lives with forethought

of grief. I come in the presence of still water.

And I feel above me the day-blind stars

waiting with their light. For a time

I rest in the grace of the world, and I am free.

I drove, and I remembered such good words.

I drove, and I sought the peace of wild things in the world around me,
I drove, and I rested in the grace of the world,

in the beauty of Earth, in the possibility of a new day.

I drove and I prayed.

My prayer in part was — where is the hope God? And on Sunday, when we all come
together, what text can we use? And it wasn’t long before I knew. It was as clear to me
as if a voice had spoken out loud. Earth is our text. Earth is our text.

It is Earth that has for billions of years been home to all of life. Earth is God’s gift to us.
Our scriptures say that God created heaven and Earth — and all that lives on Earth — and
called it good. This is home. This Earth is our text. We have all we need.

Earth has witnessed all our joy and tragedy. Earth holds the memory of it all. Just as
Jesus bore the wounds of his death, so still does the living Earth hold the wounds of our
struggles and pain. Just as Thomas needed to touch the wounds of Jesus after the
resurrection, so too do we need to touch the wounds of life in order to be healed of their
power and their pain. (My thanks to Rev. Tony Sayer for a conversation he and I had
around this passage from John’s gospel.)

I have always worked out my anguish by touching Earth. By getting my hands in the soil.
By touching trees and flowers and seeing the view from these gorgeous mountains we
live in. When I am in need of comfort and guidance, I do as Julie Andrews sang in the
Sound of Music — I go to the hills when my heart is lonely. I go to Earth and I know I will
find peace in the wild things. I will remember faith. I will find my life again.

Earth holds us — holds the wounds. Earth holds the blood of our violence and wars. Earth
holds the tears of our sorrow. Earth holds our death. Earth remembers the laughter and
the love. Earth takes the devastation and returns to us again beauty. Earth takes the death
and the winters and gives us back life in spring glory. Earth is our text.
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But we cannot have well people on a sick planet. And Earth is showing signs of distress
with our wounds. Earth is itself wounded by our ways of living. Earth not only holds our
wounds, but Earth has felt the pain of our bombs. As of 20 years ago - the United States
alone had ruptured Mother Earth’s womb 845 times with nuclear testing. (Matthew Fox,
The Coming of the Cosmic Christ, p. 15) Our strategy of dealing with conflict by the use
of violence is not only killing our neighbors and our spirits, but also is destroying the gift
God has given us in creation. Earth is our text.

What is hardest for me is that the wounding of Earth has often been in the name of God
and religion. In a study done by Yale University, it was found that the more extensively
people participate in religious activities, the less likely they are to be concerned with the
natural world. (Thomas Berry, Evening Thoughts, p. 48 — in his essay entitled “Earth as
Sacred Community”) Our religions have pointed us toward a new heaven, away from this
world, in a new day when we don’t have to live in our bodies. This duality of life and
death, this notion that we are spiritual beyond all other creation, is killing us. And hurting
Earth. We must do better. We must realize that our story grounds us in creation — and
does not call us away from it. And we must realize that our story of creation is but one
small way of understanding the complexity of God’s marvelous gift. We must allow the
God that is still speaking to speak to us through the text of Earth itself.

Thomas Berry reminds us that we cannot understand any part of the universe until we
understand how it functions in the whole. (p. 55) I think this is most important for human
beings. To understand that our place is to be in partnership, in covenant with, the rest of
creation — not to be in charge of creation. We must remember who we are — and are not.
We are creatures on Earth, we are not God. We are beauty, we are magnificent, capable
creatures. We are in the words of Nikki Giovanni “Better than we think and not quite
what we want to be.” But until we know our place among the whole, until we accept that
this is our place, we participate in the ongoing wounding of Earth. Once again it is the
words of Thomas Berry that remind us: “Everything is needed. Without the perfection of
each part, something is lacking from the whole. Each particular being in the universe is
needed by the entire universe.” (p. 58)

I drove through that gorgeous part of Earth on Wednesday, tears streaming down my face
at the violence of the week, gratitude swelling in my heart for the blessing of Earth, and I
realized that, yes, Earth is our text. Earth is our life. Earth allows us faith in the One who
made us all — because Earth is our memory and our hope, Earth is our home. We are part
of human life systems that are changing the chemical and biological makeup of Earth to
the point that Earth cannot hold our violence and our greed much longer. Earth is hurting.
Earth is dying. Earth is our text — and Earth who wants to restore us and grace us with
new life calls us to remember who we are, to remember our place, and to turn from our
hurting ways.
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Earth longs to bring rebirth and transformation to our hurting hearts and our longing,
thirsty spirits. Earth has the gifts we need to bring a resurrection to our wounded, hurting
lives. Earth is the text. The waters of life will restore us if we can receive the grace and
beauty of God’s gift to us. The gift of being blessed and being blessing.

As I drove on Wednesday, I realized there are many little things I can do. I can recycle. I
can drive less. I can use less energy in our home. I can eat food grown locally and
organically. I can do so many little things that — if everyone else also does them — will
make a big difference.

But the most important, the most significant thing I can do, is to remember who I am and
who I am not. Earth is meant to be diverse. We need all the different species and
varieties. The beauty we so enjoy is in the remarkable, glorious diversity — in the frogs
and mosquitoes, in the robins and sparrows, in the horses and goats, in the trees and
flowers, in the mountains and the valleys, in the oceans and the lakes and the streams, in
the dry lands and the wet lands, in the many races and cultures of people, in the all of
Earth. This is our home. This is our life. This is our hope. This is our peace.

We are invited to live in covenant with Earth. In love with Earth. In awe of Earth. Earth
is our text. Earth needs us. We need Earth. We have all we need. Amen.

Personal note: Thoughts for this sermon have grown out of many conversations I have
had and readings I have read over the years — beginning with conversations with Ron
Vinson in the early 90’s in Atlanta and our leading a study group on The Universe Story
by Thomas Berry and Brian Swimme. For this sermon [ was influenced especially by
Thomas Berry’s book Evening Thoughts: Reflecting on Earth as Sacred Community, a
book I highly recommend. I was intrigued that, after hearing this voice that “Earth is our
text”, I found in his essay on Earth as Sacred Community the same words — a realization
he too had along the way. Indeed, God is still speaking, and sometimes saying the same
thing over and over again.

I appreciate my friend Tony Sayer, who shared some thoughts in a conversation last week
about the text on Thomas and touching the wounds. Tony is a United Methodist pastor
and has been a friend for more than 25 years.

I also want to acknowledge my appreciation to all who went on the Earth, Body, and
Spirit retreat last fall at Narrow Ridge Earth Literacy Center in Tennessee. The leaders of
that retreat — Ron Vinson and Bill Nickle (founder of Narrow Ridge and my father in
law) — continue to be influences in my life as I seek to learn more about the care of Earth
and our own bodies. I am grateful for their wisdom and their passion to live well on
Earth. Sandy Clark helped us get into our bodies with movement — what I call body
prayers — so that we could fully connect our bodies with Spirit.

Finally, I am grateful that First Congregational has created a new Environmental
Committee — and I encourage us all to be supportive to their work.
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