Sermon: Creation Calls	Year B, Ordinary Time 25, modified	September 22, 2024
Reading from the Apocrypha:  Wisdom of Solomon 1:12-2:1,6-24
	Over the period 300 BCE to 100 CE, in Alexandria, Egypt, a Greek translation of the Old Testament was generated for the use of non-Hebrew-speaking Jews.  It is called the Septuagint. It contains several writings beyond the Hebrew canon, a collection called the Apocrypha. Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox scriptures include the Apocrypha as part of their canon; Protestant scriptures generally do not … which is arguably unfortunate because these books help fill in the two-century gap between Protestant Old and New Testaments.
Two of the Apocrypha’s books, Wisdom of Solomon and Wisdom of Jesus Ben Sirach, reveal the ongoing work of Israel’s Wisdom Schools.  The Wisdom of Solomon is addressed to the rulers of the earth, urging them to love righteousness and seek wisdom.  Hear now portions of chapters 1 and 2, ancient words which resonate in our climate & ecological crises and our gross human disparities.
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or bring on destruction by the works of your hands;
13 because God did not make death,
and God does not delight in the death of the living.
14 For God created all things so that they might exist;
the generative forces of the world are wholesome,
and there is no destructive poison in them,
and the dominion of Hades is not on earth.
15 For righteousness is immortal.

16 But the ungodly by their words and deeds summoned death;
considering him a friend, they pined away
and made a covenant with him,
because they are fit to belong to his company.
2For they reasoned unsoundly, saying to themselves,
‘Short and sorrowful is our life,
and there is no remedy when a life comes to its end,
and no one has been known to return from Hades.

6 ‘Come, therefore, let us enjoy the good things that exist,
and make use of the creation to the full as in youth.
7 Let us take our fill of costly wine and perfumes,
and let no flower of spring pass us by.
8 Let us crown ourselves with rosebuds before they wither.
9 Let none of us fail to share in our revelry;
everywhere let us leave signs of enjoyment,
because this is our portion, and this our lot.
10 Let us oppress the righteous poor man;
let us not spare the widow
or regard the grey hairs of the aged.
11 But let our might be our law of right,
for what is weak proves itself to be useless.

12 ‘Let us lie in wait for the righteous man,
because he is inconvenient to us and opposes our actions;
he reproaches us for sins against the law,
and accuses us of sins against our training.
13 He professes to have knowledge of God,
and calls himself a child of the Lord.
14 He became to us a reproof of our thoughts;
15 the very sight of him is a burden to us,
because his manner of life is unlike that of others,
and his ways are strange.
16 We are considered by him as something base,
and he avoids our ways as unclean;
he calls the last end of the righteous happy,
and boasts that God is his father.

17 Let us see if his words are true,
and let us test what will happen at the end of his life;
18 for if the righteous man is God’s child, God will help him,
and will deliver him from the hand of his adversaries.
19 Let us test him with insult and torture,
so that we may find out how gentle he is,
and make trial of his forbearance.
20 Let us condemn him to a shameful death,
for, according to what he says, he will be protected.’

21 Thus they reasoned, but they were led astray,
for their wickedness blinded them,
22 and they did not know the secret purposes of God,
nor hoped for the wages of holiness,
nor discerned the prize for blameless souls;
23 for God created us for incorruption,
and made us in the image of God’s own eternity,
24 but through the devil’s envy death entered the world,
and those who belong to his company experience it. 
Mark 9:30-32
30[Jesus and his disciples] went on from [the Mount of Transfiguration] and passed through Galilee. He did not want anyone to know it; 31for he was teaching his disciples, saying to them, “The Son of Man is to be betrayed into human hands, and they will kill him, and three days after being killed, he will rise again.” 32But they did not understand what he was saying and were afraid to ask him.
Sermon:  Creation Calls
Prayer:  May the words of my mouth, and the meditation of our hearts, be acceptable in your sight, O LORD, our strength, and our redeemer. Amen.
I begin (on a tangent, as I so often do) by reminding you about a significant historical achievement that you know well.  Human slavery existed as a good and acceptable thing in the Old and New Testament, then continued (unquestioned by the church) throughout the rise and fall of the Roman Empire, through the Dark and Middle Ages, through the Renaissance, through the discovery and conquest of America, through the grounding of the American economy (the southern States in particular) on slave trade out of Africa.  But then came individuals such as England’s William Wilberforce and Thomas Clarkson who – as a product of their commitment to the Way of Jesus – recognized a great inconsistency, a grave injustice, a failure to live the Gospel (“to proclaim release to the captives; to let the oppressed go free; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.”).  Against great opposition politically, economically, socially and theologically, these men put forward their arguments and stood their ground.  They were ‘ground zero’ in a movement that came to spread across pulpits and congregations in England and – later – America.  It was no small battle.  Indeed, the American Civil War was one of this Larger Story’s climaxes, with the Southern Baptist Churches (let us not forget!) a leading “pro-slavery” force. But what the abolitionists had to say – on the basis of the deepest truths of scripture (the necessity to love neighbour) and (yes!) fully recognizing they were operating way outside the box of their opponents’ incessant proof texting – [what they said] eventually became not just the Christian norm but the societal norm. 
I lift up this piece of western civilization’s history, this morning, because it models how the Church can not only change but that it can lead societal change.  
Viewing this as a case study, I ask you to focus with me on the time just before Wilberforce and Clarkson awakened to Christendom’s horrendous moral failure in the face of slavery.  Priests, Pastors and people everywhere were going along in the belief that ‘all was well’.  They opened their Bibles and saw, on page after page, that slavery was built into the order of things; ergo, they concluded the social ordering of their day was exactly the way God meant it to be.  
Until deeper, broader, studied truth came to light.
Our MacNeill community has the lived experience of more recent movements that follow essentially the same arc as the abolitionist story.  There is the matter of women actually belonging in pulpits (as in every other leadership aspect of the Church).  There is our national work of Truth and Reconciliation, which is active and ongoing here at MacNeill.  There is the joyous business of the 2SLGBTQIA+ community’s full inclusion in the Church.
But, people, there is an issue where we at MacNeill (and a majority of Christendom with us) are behind the needful arc of history by more than half a century (… arguably much longer).  We are akin to the eighteenth century Church not yet on board the abolitionist train; and I hope for you to embrace this parallel today because that abolitionist train has – as a model – such intelligence, encouragement, wisdom and hope to offer us.  MacNeill’s pulpit has not (and let me own this more directly saying that, as a preaching team member, I have not) spoken directly and constructively about climate change and about the more basic issue that climate change flags for capitalist-industrialist humanity; namely, our gross over-reach into Earth’s biosphere and geosphere.
I can give reasons (excuses) for the lapse.  Personally, my career as a chaplain found me focusing on patient’s and family’s crises of health and at the same time on the stressed lives of interdisciplinary healthcare professionals; which is to say I was focused on the pastoral care bent of our faith.  Similarly, all of you (all of us) have complicated enough lives that we come to church needing the succor, the wisdom, the up-building of our faith and life in Christ, in order to head back into the world of the week ahead … again, a pastoral care focus, not an earth focus.
There are systemic reasons for the lapse as well.  What I believe to be the biggest one I’ll unpack by first introducing a parallel example that MacNeill knows well.  Consider this: Before Dr. Ray Hobbs brought us modern scholarship’s insights into the Honour/Shame societies of the Near East, we had all read scripture (for years and years!) as though biblical social ordering and exchanges were like ours.  Which lapse is understandable because Honour/Shame Culture is not an explicit topic anywhere in the scriptures; there is no tutorial in the Bible for us to learn from.  Yet it is the implicit biblical world view, the undergirding relationship regulator, without which knowledge we misunderstand so much of what we read.  
Similarly, today, I point you to the behind-the-text hiddenness of two points which I will ‘raise up’ for you: (#1) the people of Old Testament and New knew ‘deep in their bones’ – without directly speaking or writing about it – [they knew] they lived in a limited goods world, and (#2) they knew – without seeing need to write about it – [… they knew] themselves to be the caretakers of the patch of earth allotted to them.  In the matter of “limited goods”:  this meant that if any person or family was observed to be gaining in land, or wealth, or honour (social standing), the immediate corollary (coming into everyone’s thought process) was that somebody was losing.  (And so we hear Jesus preach “Blessed are the poor” and “Woe to those who are rich”, boldly crystalizing what was seldom so explicitly spoken.)  In the matter of caretaking / stewardship, of course there are the two Creation accounts in Genesis (the first giving man and woman dominion over the earth; the second making them – making us – caretakers of the garden); and across scripture there are a few agricultural directives about how to plant, wait and tend, also about letting cultivated land have sabbath rest every seven years, just as there are a handful of references to good shepherds as distinguished from bad.  But the point here is that biblical people’s and biblical writers’ awareness of (i) limited goods, and of (ii) stewardship of the earth was ever-present and simply assumed, therefore largely left unspoken.  So these important drivers get pretty much lost to us as we read the Bible book after book, or listen (… from this side of the pulpit, preach) our way around the three-year common lectionary.
What’s worse than being lost, these two foundational understandings can – through neglect – get so distorted as to be twisted full 180o.  The Roman Empire under Constantine, in taking Christianity as its religion, was oh!, so eager, to “have dominion” over everyone and everything everywhere, to squeeze all that could be extracted, and to interpret ‘acquired wealth’ as God’s favor / God’s reward … ‘good stewardship’ be damned!  Western kingdoms and empires ever since, right down to our current industrial-capitalist world order, have done the same.  And where has the Church been?: the historical record bears witness that we lost the fundamental biblical consciousness about limited goods and stewardship, and tacitly if not actively supported the broader society’s conquests while concurrently building our own kingdoms and amassing our own wealth.
You know exactly how energetically and consistently the Church has been complicit in the exploitation of indigenous cultures (Africa, the Americas, India, Australia, on-and-on the list goes).  And recognize with me just how silent the Church has been as the resources of Earth’s geosphere have been drained, and the diversity, complexity, interconnectedness and overall balance of the ecosphere have been decimated.  
I confess to you today that – in my silence about all this, from this pulpit – I have failed the prophetic aspect of my calling, in Christ.  As of today this changes.
There is much for us to do, as people of faith.  And it is precisely our faith that will guide and resource us.  Indeed, a growing body of activist theologians agree that – the Church (and the world’s religions in general) – we have what the world needs to learn and live in order to realize the better outcomes ahead for us, our children and all future generations.  
Now pause, take a breath, and ‘reset’ with me.
You of my generation and older are aware from our lived experience that the ecosphere – the Earth’s relatively small outer shell of teeming life – does not look, sound, smell or taste like it did when we were children.  Winters are milder (no more backyard rinks all season!); storms, heat spells and cold snaps are all more intense; the world’s deserts are expanding and its ice caps are diminishing (at alarming rates); threats of drought, forest fire and flash flood are ever greater; coastal regions everywhere are besieged by rising seas. It is incredible that within just one generation (our generation), humanity’s destructive impact on the earth can so tangibly be recognized.  Beyond these things we directly experience, we learn from scientists how entire plant, fish, insect and animal species are being lost, their corresponding ecosystems left unbalanced and in tailspin.  Is it not shocking / devastating / grievous, people, that the earth of our childhood is no more; we can no longer encounter and wonder at that diversity, complexity and beauty; our children cannot inhabit such a wondrous home as we ourselves had.  
I emphasize these things (#1) to make us, together, clearly conscious and (#2) to promote that we, together, grieve and mourn.  Movement one – Full Consciousness, and movement two – Grieving/Lamentation: these are practices built into spirituality and religious life but quite foreign to the secular world.  Current surveys reveal that most North Americans are stressed by climate change and the majority do not even talk about it (let alone grieve and process it) with anyone.  We, in the Church, need to enter a long, intentional, intense and very public period of lamenting climate change (and lamenting that which has caused it; namely our over-extension into Earth’s biosphere and geosphere).  We need this lamentation for our own soul’s sanity/integrity, and the world needs us to lead it (to lead secular humanity) in this practice they know not how to do.
Looking down the path (the constructive Way) both inside and beyond lamentation, a next thing we have and know, but the secular world increasingly moves away from, is life-in-community.  Daily news reveals how our global industrial-capitalist economy drives increasing numbers of worried if not desperate people into increasingly aggressive individualism, acting out the felt need to grab whatever resources and power they can, trying to survive.
But step back to see: It is not a world full of rampant individualists that works best, but rather a world where people are upheld and engaged in communities that carry, within their body-life, deep knowledge bases and broad skill sets. These attributes are necessary in order capably and wisely to address the needs and challenges that arise (i) for individuals and (ii) for the body as a whole.  And by “capably and wisely”, let us be clear, we are not just talking about efficacy, much more importantly we are talking about underlying values.  Jim Antal, a contemporary practical theologian and activist, writes that a preferred future is based on
· Resilience in place of growth
· Collaboration in place of consumption
· Wisdom in place of progress
· Balance in place of addiction
· Moderation in place of excess
· Vision in place of convenience
· Accountability in place of disregard[, and]
· Self-giving love in place of self-centered fear
[Climate Church, Climate World, Rowman & Littlefield, Lanham/Boulder/NewYork/London, 2018, pp 164f]
No individualist can muster let alone sustain all these attributes.  Religious communities, on the other hand, are meant to be built upon them.  Where Christianity forgot about the stewardship of the earth (this closed system / limited goods entity that sustains us), we surely must repent and return to the ethic of God’s creation upon which these saving values are founded.
The “ethic of creation” is moreover our basis of sure hope, even amidst the climate crisis which will continue to mushroom even should all hydrocarbon emissions stop today.  From God-the-Creator’s side, provision (the providing of what is required ever-to-increase the universe’s diversity, complexity, and overall interdependence) is apparently limitless.  As our Apocryphal portion today celebrates it, “The generative forces of the world are wholesome, and there is no destructive poison in them.  … The dominion of Hades is not on earth; for righteousness is immortal.”  The Wisdom of Solomon squarely places the choice for ruin as humanity’s alone:
12 Do not invite death by the error of your life,
or bring on destruction by the works of your hands;
13 because God did not make death,
and God does not delight in the death of the living.
Let me end, then, by reinforcing the tremendously important and positive point that there is hope.  Hope comes first from consciousness (being wide-eyed aware) about the situation we are in (“we” – not just individuals – but “we” a resourced community); it comes from accepting we have a calling (a purpose, a reason, a contribution) to fulfill to in this situation; it comes from recognizing that God continues to create, to provide and to save in all the ways that endure in-and-beyond this age.  Let us, as a church, resolve to be faithful and courageous (i) in our thinking, planning and relating; (ii) with our voices, hands, and feet; let us (iii) be stewards of the air, water, earth, and all that is beneath the earth; let us (iv) enact an honoring of every living thing.  Let us (MacNeill Baptist Church) be, in and for our time, what God surely needs us to be!
Offertory Statement
Our offerings are given on-line, through the mail, and by e-transfer, as well as by placing them in the plates at the back on Sunday mornings.  All these tokens of our giving-of-ourselves are presented as we sing our dedication hymn, printed in your Order or shown on-line on your screen.
Offertory Prayer
Holy Giver of every perfect gift, we respond to your providence with thanksgiving, trusting that these offerings will be used to heal, to teach, to empower, and to sustain hope, where there is need.
Amen.
Pastoral Prayer
We praise your abiding guidance, O God,
for you have sent us prophets – ancient and modern;
you have sent us Jesus, our Teacher
who models for us the way of love for all that you have made.
You have equipped humanity with spirituality and with religions
that nurture the quest for meaning and purpose in our lives
and that engage us in the practices of life-in-community …
precisely the attributes which could redeem our age (our capitalist-industrial age).
We pray to be everything that you need of us 
as ‘church’, as families and individuals.
We offer prayers
on behalf of neighbours near and far;
on behalf of all our fellow creatures, and all creation.
We weep for forests and other ecosystems lost; for species of plants, insects, animals, birds and sea creatures made extinct by humanity’s over-reach and by climate change.  We pray for threatened species, that their strength might yet sustain them.
We pray for humanity so divided and destructive, the most responsible driver being greed.  God help the world’s refugees, the starving, the homeless, the wounded, the abused, the outcast … and here we particularly are aware of ongoing horrors in Lebanon, Gaza, the West Bank and Israel; in the Ukraine and Russia; in Sudan, South Sudan, Haiti and Mali.
We pray for people who ask of MacNeill our prayerful embrace:  <names from News & Notes prayer list>.  Let all of these find You, God, at the core of their being, resourcing them this day and every day.
God, keep our hearts open to hear your word;
Help our minds and hearts to pulse with your Spirit,
that through us and through all who rest in you
the whole earth may become one with you
as you are one with us in Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
Benediction
Go out, clothed in strength and dignity.
Submit yourselves to God and resist all evil.
Delight in the Lord’s teaching,
open your hands to the poor,
care for the earth in all its wildness and diversity,
let your actions arise from the wisdom of God.

And may God draw near to you and strengthen you;
May Christ Jesus teach you the ways of grace and simplicity;
and may the Holy Spirit fill you with wisdom
    and make your fruitful in stewardship, righteousness and peace.

We go in peace to love and serve the Lord,
In the name of Christ. Amen.
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