
Earth Day Reflection

Last July, I led a service that focused on creating space in our lives. Jesus did exactly that

as he began his ministry by spending time in the wilderness. Throughout his ministry, he

regularly stepped away from ministering to others in order to minister to himself in silence. Jesus

opened himself to his own pain and joy, temptation and courage through prayer, fasting, and

much needed rest.. By creating space for himself, he became more self-aware and conscious.

This allowed him to live his life with presence and intentionality. By creating space for himself,

Jesus found the strength to create space for others. Time to plumb the depths and rejuvenate is

imperative for true well-being; however, Jesus was not only a contemplative and someone who

gave of himself for the sake of others. He was an activist, a person who challenged the status

quo. To challenge the status quo is to risk snubbing, humiliation, torture, and death.

Let’s take a look at how Jesus was actively involved in defying the norms of his time.

One of Jesus’ first acts of defiance, maybe his very first, was to harvest heads of wheat with his

disciples on the Sabbath. “The Sabbath was made for the good of man; man was not made for the

Sabbath.” Later on, he healed on the Sabbath. Jesus spent time with children, adulterers,

prostitutes, tax collectors, the sick, and the poor, advocating again and again for those who were

vulnerable and despised. By spending time with lepers and healing them, he challenged Jewish

laws around cleanliness. Jesus called into question Old Testament teachings in his Sermon On

the Mount. He spoke of redistributing wealth, a challenge to economic norms - “Sell all you have

and give the money to the poor, and you will have riches in heaven; then come and follow me.”

The turning over of the tables in the Temple was an overt act of defiance targeting those for

whom gain took precedence over the life of the spirit. By the time of Jesus’ last supper with his



disciples, it should come as no surprise that he had alienated all the Jewish groups - scribes,

Pharisees, Herodians, chief priests, elders, and Sadducees. He was a rebel and the Jewish people

in power had had enough.

So who were these groups that Jesus alienated? As I list them, see if any sound a bit

familiar. The scribes were those who drafted legal documents; the Pharisees were obligated to

uphold oral tradition and wanted someone from King David’s line on the throne; the Herodians

were eager to restore a Jewish Herod to the throne; the chief priests were trained in law,

literature, and tradition; elders were prominent adult men, usually older ones, who were leaders

and decision-makers in the community; and the Sadducees were from conservative, aristocratic

families - they were wealthy merchants and high priests who wielded religious authority. The

wealth of the Sadducees gave them significant influence. These Jewish groups may bring to

mind Old Boys’ Clubs, corporations, lobbying groups, etc. Certainly each Jewish group in Jesus’

day was strongly attached to specific narratives and wanted to maintain the status quo. Those

challenging their views became objects of suspicion. These groups also held enormous power

within the Jewish community.

Our quote from Hosea is apt for our Earth Day service. Although Hosea is one of the

oldest books in the Bible and was written between 720 and 760 BC, predating final revisions of

the full Torah according to Wikipedia,, it is remarkably apt for our times. It reads:

1 Hear the word of the Lord, you Israelites,

because the Lord has a charge to bring

against you who live in the land:

“There is no faithfulness, no love,

no acknowledgement of God in the land.



3 Because of this the land dries up,

and all who live in it waste away;

the beasts of the field, the birds in the sky

and the fish in the sea are swept away.

Have we not been unfaithful to the living beings that sustain us, unfaithful as well to each

other? Have we not been less than loving when we’ve turned a blind eye to what is going on

around us in a desire to maintain the lifestyles to which we’ve become accustomed? Have we not

refused to acknowledge Sacred Source, Grand Mystery, God? Is the land not drying up? And

wouldn’t it be hard to argue that beasts of the field, birds, and fish are not being swept away? We

face enormous challenges going forward. Currently, scientists are saying we have three years to

start turning things around. Maintaining the status quo is not only inadvisable; it will soon

become impossible. That doesn’t mean that there isn’t a way forward. The way forward lies in

taking action. Like Jesus, we must take a stand and help manifest transformation.

Most of you are well aware of many of the threats we face. I will mention just a few that

you may not be aware of - loss of our insect biomass, which has fallen by an unbelievable 80%

in the last 25-30 years due primarily, but not exclusively, to intensive agriculture; soil erosion -

we have about 60 years of harvests left at the rate topsoil is disappearing; fast fashion and textile

waste; the diet of our cats and dogs which generates the same amount of carbon emissions

annually as a year’s worth of driving 13.6 million cars (a US figure); commercial fishing; the

loss of 40% of our oceans’ phytoplankton,which produce much of our oxygen, since 1950; and

colonial conservation. I bet most of you have not heard about colonial conservation. Colonial

conservation has occurred primarily in Africa and Asia and involves setting land aside for



protection and preservation and then pushing Indigenous people off this land, people who have

lived there in sustainable ways since before the arrival of Europeans. Indigenous people in Africa

have been forcibly vacated from lands that were traditionally theirs (the Maasai in Ngorongoro

Crater in Tanzania, the Okiek in the Mau Forest of Kenya, and Pygmy groups like the Baka in

the Congo Basin are some examples). Although their land was designated for “conservation,”

tourism, mining, logging, and trophy hunting are often conducted in these areas. WWF has been

involved in these initiatives, and young men have been armed to “protect” lands. “Green

violence” has often been the result. In India, the “Green Revolution” has been responsible for

colonial agricultural initiatives that have forced farmers to abandon traditional approaches that

were far more conservation friendly. Dr. Vandana Shiva has been one of the primary voices

raised in opposition to “Green Revolution” agriculture. Spiritual leader and activist Sadghuru has

become another strong voice in India - currently he is focused on soil conservation and is touring

countries on his motorbike.

My background in zoology, conservation, and education makes it hard for me to accept or

understand how we have managed to get ourselves to this fragile place, this precipice. Often,

when I wake up in the morning, I struggle with a terrible sense of loss. When I was growing up,

crocuses grew in profusion in a field near my home and meadowlarks sang their glorious songs

there every spring. As well, Richardson’s ground squirrels could be seen scampering with raised

tails from one hole to another. That field is now a dog park. Few crocuses, no meadowlarks, no

ground squirrels.. Thinking about losses like this one makes me feel fearful, angry, and

enormously sad. I also recognize that I have contributed to and continue to contribute to the

global eco-social crisis through the water I use, the food I eat, the pet I own, the vehicle I drive,

the purchases I make, and occasional flights. (Did you know that only 20% of the world’s



population has actually flown in an airplane? I wonder if that makes flying a kind of elitism?)

The truth of the matter is that I am a person of wealth - in fact, compared to the majority of the

world’s people, I live a life of ridiculous luxury.

As in Jesus’ time, we are up against powerful groups who are committed to narratives

that are no longer serving us well. We are, in fact, intimately tied to these groups because their

stories have been the dominant ones for so long. Their stories have become our stories - global

capitalism; class and race and species hierarchies; the pursuit of progress and technology;

consumerism; industrialization; and luxury living all stem from narratives. So, what if our

narratives were different?

Most of the narratives that have brought us to our precipice were spun by European

people who actively colonized other places and grew their stories in new soil. But what of the

original narratives woven in these places? They were and continue to be quite different from

those stemming from Western influence. Indigenous cultures and ethnic groups have a long

history of working closely with the land and its inhabitants. Rather than seeing boundaries and

distinct divisions between creation and themselves, they see life as a unified whole. Richard

Wagamese in his book Embers says, “I used to believe my body contained my soul. That was

fine for a while. But when I started to think about oneness with Creator, I came to believe that

it’s the other way around. My soul contains my body. It is everything that I am. I am never

separate from Creator except within my mind. That’s the ultimate truth, and I need to be

reminded, to learn again, to learn anew in order to get it. When I do, I know the truth of what my

people say: that we are all spirit, we are all energy, joined to everything that is everywhere, all

things coming true together.”



Today, many Indigenous people oppose capitalist agendas that compromise land and

water, as well as the flora and fauna that inhabit these spaces.  In spite of the fact that Indigenous

peoples represent less than 5% of the world’s population, they protect 80% of global diversity

according to National Geographic. Last April, in Brazil, indigenous people from varied ethnic

groups called for the demarcation of their lands and the removal of Ricardo Salles from his

position as Minister of the Environment. He resigned in June of 2021. Environmental activism

anywhere in the world has consequences, but South America is the most dangerous place in the

world for environmental activism - of the 358 known murders of human rights activists in 2021,

about 60% were land, Indigenous rights, or environment defenders (according to an analysis

done by Front Line Defenders and the Human Rights Defenders Memorial). Two of the three

highest death tolls were in Colombia and Brazil. The Amazon is our most important land-based

area to protect; indigenous managed lands there have the lowest rates of deforestation. Up North,

the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR) is home to the Gwich’in people who launched a

lawsuit to oppose oil and gas drilling in the area in 2020. The ANWR is one of the only places

where land is managed sustainably by Indigenous people. In spite of opposition from the

Gwich’in people, former President Trump began the leasing process for oil and gas companies in

2021. President Biden suspended these leases after his election. In Canada, in 2020, the Mi’kmaq

bought the Clearwater fishery as well as the rights to a significant portion of the Atlantic Ocean.

They are establishing a sustainable fishery, having prevented commercial fishing operations from

moving in. In Northern BC, First Nations-led conservation practices are saving a caribou herd

from extinction. New Zealand has laid out a national biodiversity strategy for conservation over

a period of 30 years. It involves pulling Western science together with the Indigenous Maori



understanding of the natural world. In Australia, many Indigenous people are returning to the

land. Many Indigenous defenders of the land are women.

It is not enough for us to let other people do the work for us. Remember, Indigenous

people make up less than 5% of the world’s population. Our second reading for today comes

from the New Testament but references a quote from Isaiah and relates to Jesus:

“Here is my servant, says God, whom I have chosen,

The one I love, with whom I am well pleased.

I will put my Spirit on him,

And he will announce my judgment to all people.

But he will not argue or shout,

Nor will he make loud speeches in the streets:

He will not break off a bent reed,

Nor will he put out a flickering lamp.

He will persist until he causes justice to triumph;

And all people will put their hope in him.”

Like Jesus, we have been chosen. It is our time. God loves us and Jesus’ Spirit sustains

us. Though we are like bent reeds and flickering lamps, Jesus will see that we do not break and

that our light continues to shine as we focus on trying to turn things around. Success is not a

given, but inaction guarantees the least desirable outcome. We are all needed and, with Jesus at



our side, must persist until there is justice for all people and all living beings. We are the hope

that we seek. As for the specifics of what you can do, there are many options, and most of them

very doable. Often, they simply involve not doing something - for instance, not using pesticides

and herbicides or avoiding plastic purchases as much as possible. One idea I encourage you to

consider is tithing for the environment. People used to give 10% of their income to the church.

Regularly, we spend thousands of dollars on holidays, pets, beautiful homes and vehicles, etc.

What if we all chose to give generously to environmental charities of our choice? You needn’t

sell all you have, but imagine the difference you could make by giving generously.


