
St. Bartholomew’s Episcopal Church sermon for the third Sunday
of Easter 2021: “the healing of the earth”

The lesser of two evils?  It’s a very easy form of thought to get
sucked into.  It’s another way of saying that there’s no good
solution.  Someone or something needs to suffer at least a little
no matter what course we take.

Last week I proposed that in the resurrection of Christ from the
dead, God is restoring all things to health, and we delved into the
health of individual people and communities.  But on this Sunday
closest to earth day, let’s also remember the health of the planet.
Yes, I don’t think I’m being an environmental nut case by
suggesting that in the resurrection God is also inviting a
restoration of the health of dear mother earth.

But in this conversation we all too often get trapped in the
mentality of conceding the lesser of two evils.  Yes, a greener
economy would be great and is ultimately essential to our
survival, but that spells disaster in the present for many workers
who are living paycheck to paycheck, right?  Yes, a massive shift
in what we eat and how it is sourced is clearly necessary, but
doesn’t that mean cutting people who already feel on the edge off
from food that is comforting and culturally appropriate?

Which is the lesser of two evils?

I’m going to suggest that this is a question we don’t actually need
to ask.  In believing that two goods are in competition with each
other and mutually exclusive, we’re falling for a false dilemma.
Restoring the health of the planet is a game where, in spite of all
appearances, everyone really can win.



There is both a biblical and a practical case for this.

Let’s look at the biblical one first.  This fourth Sunday of Easter is
dedicated each year to the image of Jesus as our good shepherd,
an image we get from the text we just heard in John’s Gospel.
The good shepherd, Jesus tells us, is the one who doesn’t
abandon the sheep when the going gets rocky or even
dangerous.  He in fact willingly lays down his life for the sheep.

Now at first this sounds a lot like lesser of two evils thinking.
Either the sheep get scattered and eaten, or the wolf has to go
hungry.  And for that matter somewhere in there the shepherd
may meet an untimely demise.

But this is only a temporary reality.  John is not the only place in
the Bible where the imagery of sheep and their predators gets
used.  Another one is in the book of Isaiah, found in the midst of a
beautiful passage describing the restoration that God promises to
all of creation: “The wolf and the lamb shall feed together, and the
lion shall eat straw like the ox.”

This is a hard thing to wrap our minds around, since in this world
it seems like the law of competition is unbreakable. For one thing
to win, another must lose.  For one thing to survive, another must
die.  And we need the good shepherd to protect us, perhaps even
fighting to the death, from savage wolves.

But in the Resurrection God invites us to begin living, using our
most hopeful imaginations, in the world that has transcended this
law.  Even as we are placed among things that are passing away,
we are to live as if the restoration promised in Isaiah has already
taken place.



And it has!  If we truly believe that the Resurrection occurred and
that it means what scripture says it means, then the end time of
victory has already begun.  It may be a long end time, but it is
nonetheless the end time, and in it we are called to live as if
heaven is already breaking into our earthly existence.

So this is the biblical case.  But it’s completely impractical, right?
No, actually it isn’t.

There is a pervasive narrative that human beings are inherently
bad for this planet and the other creatures that inhabit it.  The
narrative suggests that the absolute best we can do is mitigate
the level of destruction we perpetrate and minimize our footprint.
It pushes us straight into the mentality of the lesser of two evils.

But there is another path, and its one that has actually been
tested in some real-world laboratories and not just the
imagination.  It is the path of permaculture.

Permaculture is a set of practices rooted in a bold philosophical
belief.  That belief is that the human creature can actually exist in
a completely symbiotic relationship with the earth that sustains us
and, at the end of the day, leave it better and more verdant than
when we found it.  Our presence can actually be regenerative
rather than consumptive, and all of this can happen with us
getting to enjoy plentiful and flavorful food and significant
comforts.



Think about that!  Doesn’t it sound too good to be true?  We can
eat and play and enjoy ourselves in such a way that, far from
damaging the earth, actually helps it become a place that is more
hospitable for us and our fellow creatures as the years pass by?

This is not just fanciful thinking.  It has been thoroughly tested out
by individuals and small communities in many different places and
shown to be true.  And some of these places are quite
astounding.  Permaculture has, for example, turned some of the
most inhospitable terrain on earth in the Jordanian desert into
verdant, arable land.

There is no reason to believe that what has worked so well in
small localities cannot be expanded to become a global
phenomenon.  I’m not saying we create heaven on earth. No
matter how well we do this, this earth and everything on it will
ultimately pass away.  But we can sure make it much more of a
glorious foretaste of what is to come.

So how can we accomplish this?  Simply by doing whatever we
reasonably can.  Prayer is never the wrong answer. We can pray
for God to smooth the ridges for those who are working to bring
this way of designing land usage about.

And if we have the ability, we can try to support this effort by
sourcing as much of our own food as possible from people who
are farming according to permaculture principles.



And if we really have the ability and the energy, we can try it
ourselves.  Those who own some land and have the capability of
repurposing it can study the principles of permaculture and use
the land in accordance with them.

I know it seems too good to be true, but both theology and
modern science agree.  Humans don’t have to be a scourge to
our planet.  We can, in fact, be the most beneficial species out
there.  And honestly, doesn’t that make sense?  Would God really
have designed a species made in God’s own image and likeness
that is by nature destructive?  I don’t think so. So let’s claim the
high calling that God has placed upon our lives and upon our
species.  Let us provide this earth with a foretaste of the new
heaven and new earth that we are promised at the end of the
ages.


