
SERMON FOR EVENSONG AT HEYTESBURY, 20 FEBRUARY 2022 

Texts: Psalm 104; Genesis 1.1-2.3; Matthew 6. 25-end 

Care of Creation 

Dave Bookless, leading member of A Rocha International and a passionate advocate of 
caring for creation, tells the story of an unforgettable moment: 

“We were camping on one of the smaller islands in the Scilly Isles, and after a fortnight we 
had a large black bag full of our rubbish. When I asked what to do with it, I was told to take it 
to the top of a certain cliff and throw it over. When I got there, I looked over the edge, and 
saw a beach piled with every kind of rubbish and rotting refuse. And I distinctly heard God 
say to me “How do you think I feel about what you are doing to my world?” 

So much of the current concern and discussion about climate change looks only at the human 
perspective – and from our viewpoint, the situation’s pretty bad, isn’t it. Temperatures 
warming to an unsustainable level, species of animals and birds becoming extinct, deserts 
spreading over what were fertile lands, millions of people displaced and starving because of 
drought, others in big trouble because of floods, landslides, earthquakes and tsunamis. Since 
the beginning of the Industrial Revolution and the discovery of coal (and probably before), 
the earth’s global temperature has been rising – in the last 200 years, rising at a much faster 
rate with no apparent slowing. We are putting more carbon dioxide into the atmosphere each 
year than oceans, trees and plants can absorb, and the carbon cycle is thus out of balance. The 
results? Warm air can retain more moisture, leading to turbulence in the atmosphere, storms, 
cyclones, hurricanes – such as we have seen this weekend with Storm Eunice. The warming 
upsets the fragile and intricate balances of the natural world - flowers bloom early before 
pollinators have hatched; birds produce young before the insects are available to feed them 
Warm dry air dries up water supplies and reduces rainfall, leading to droughts, causing 
people to leave their home lands and engage in conflict over land and scarce water.. 
UNHCR’s latest news tells me that 21.5 million people globally have been displaced – had to 
leave their homes and land – as a result of the climate crisis. 

We are told that the carbon dioxide already released into the atmosphere (and causing our 
global warming and perhaps our violent weather, such as we have just experienced) is going 
to be in the atmosphere for at least the next 100-120 years, and we haven’t yet seen all the 
damage that will cause. So one message is clearly, don’t let’s make it worse by adding to it. 

And then there’s the excessive consumption of resources by the rich countries. Have you 
heard of Earth Overshoot Day?  It’s the date each year when human activity has consumed 
those resources which can be renewed…and it’s not 31st December, because we are 
consuming more than the earth can renew – eating our children and grandchildren’s future if 
you like. In 2020, it arrived on 22nd August. After that date, we were consuming resources – 
minerals, forests, water - which cannot be renewed, or not in the foreseeable future.  

Stopping excess production of carbon dioxide is going to mean radical changes in lifestyle in 
the affluent countries (us): taking flights, wearing artificial fabrics, using plastics, driving 
cars, eating intensively farmed meat, have all come under scrutiny. Governments have been 
urged to act with speed…..but how fast can they move? 



For,  if we track back to the root causes, beyond the reluctance to change, the interests of big 
corporations, the competition for land, the financial motives, the lack of concern for 
consequences, what do we find? The root cause is human greed. As a Christian Aid poster 
once said, “The world has enough for everyone’s need but not for everyone’s greed”. But 
how do we tackle that? Who can change the human heart? Is prayer enough? 

And what a precious and beautiful world it is! Have you watched David Attenborough’s “The 
Green Planet” – such wonderful plants and trees, living such extraordinary lives? And only 
yesterday a friend was talking about Michael Portillo’s train journey programmes on TV, and 
what beautiful and remarkable places he showed. When we think of this small fragile planet, 
- green planet - spinning through empty space, amid so many other bare and sterile planets, 
we can’t but marvel. 

But take a wider perspective – wider even than the Hubble telescope or its successor. God 
made this world, in every detail, and what he made, he loves – just as, if you have spent time 
and care creating something beautiful, you love it and want to cherish it. God so loved the 
world that he gave his only Son. Jesus died, not only for us humans, but for the world, God’s 
world. And God has a plan for it, for its future, for its redemption. Paul’s great description of 
Christ in Colossians 1 makes it clear that all creation is included within the redeeming, 
saving, reconciling plan of God, which was accomplished though the death and resurrection 
of Christ. In Romans 8 he describes creation as being in bondage and waiting with eager 
longing for liberation through the revealing of the children of God. So humanity has a key 
part to play in the liberation of the whole creation – but it is achieved through the death of 
Jesus. And we have a part to play, since God has given us “dominion” – read stewardship – 
over the creation; we have a responsibility under God to care for it. 

But where to start? I think there’s a huge temptation to give up, to say it’s all too difficult, too 
huge, too big to take in. And too confused – so many counter-stories from interested parties, 
that it will be all right if we just follow their way – build more nuclear power stations, capture 
carbon in underground caves, eat only vegetables…Are we quite helpless to influence events, 
and if so, what to do? 

But there are signs of hope. Nature herself has amazing powers of regeneration and recovery. 
I’m reading a book called “Islands of Abandonment”, which tracks what happens to places 
that were occupied by humans but are now deserted – remote villages, Chernobyl, even parts 
of Detroit which the car industry has more or less abandoned. And nature comes back – trees 
grow up, grass covers the roofs and the crumbling walls, shrubs grow out of the windows. 

Even more encouraging is the work of William Ruddiman, who studies the history of climate. 
He analyses ice cores drilled in the Antarctic, which store bubbles of air over thousands of 
years as they are trapped in the ice.  He  found that in the Middle Ages, around the time of the 
Black Death pandemic (when fields and villages were left deserted, and fewer fires were 
being lit), there were significant drops in the carbon dioxide in the samples – which could be 
accounted for by extra carbon being absorbed by the forests growing on newly abandoned 
land. Many of Germanys’ forests apparently date from this time. About a hundred years later, 
Christopher Columbus opened up America to European explorers and settlers – and they 
found many sophisticated civilisations, which were then wiped out by the Europeans’ 
imported diseases. Little trace of those civilisations can be found today, as the land is now 
covered by rain forest, in which you may occasionally stub your toe against a wall or a piece 



of carved stone. And we know that this was a time of significant cooling known as the “Little 
Ice Age”. 

But nature can’t reclaim our planet alone – we have to take an active part. Increased use of 
solar power, development of biogas, planting trees such as the Queen’s Green Canopy, all 
help – and many responsible companies are actively moving to “Net Carbon Zero”  - when 
the carbon dioxide they generate is so much reduced it can be balanced by carbon taken out 
of the atmosphere. 

So here are some suggestions of ways in which we can each work for the health of our 
precious planet. Individually the effect is small – together we can seriously make a 
difference. 

• Talk about climate issues. Look at Trudy’s article on the Diocesan website about this 
– starting conversations with a question, putting monthly eco-thoughts in the parish 
magazine, organising social events with a climate theme… 

• Lobby and campaign – join Warminster Climate activists, or Climate Stewards, or A 
Rocha 

• Engage with Eco-Church and work for their awards for this church. You can start by 
answering their survey, which covers Worship and teaching (do we preach and teach 
bout environmental issues?), church buildings (are we aiming to reduce our carbon 
footprint, e.g. by using energy-efficient lights, reducing our use of paper, and 
promoting recycling?), land (do we encourage native wildlife on our land such as 
churchyards?), community engagement (do we organise environmental awareness-
raising events, and connect with local leaders on these issues?), and lifestyle (do we 
encourage members to reduce their personal energy consumption, limit waste and 
invest ethically?). 

• Use Lent to practise a Carbon Fast. This practice has been adopted by congregations 
of many different denominations around the world as a spiritual practice which helps 
individuals and communities turn away from actions that release climate disrupting 
carbon into the atmosphere and turn back to a way of life that honours God’s call to 
love the whole world and care for the most vulnerable. 

• Observe Fairtrade Fortnight (24 Feb to 3 March) by buying Fairtrade products 
wherever possible, and asking shops where they are not stocked, why not. 

If we don’t worry about the climate for ourselves, what about our children and 
grandchildren? Will they inherit a drought-ridden, storm-tossed world in which half the 
population is fighting the other  half for access to the remaining pockets of viable productive 
land? And, above all, what about God and His plan for his creation – will we stand aside and 
watch further destruction, or work with him for its future? May he guide us in the right way, 
and may his kingdom come. Amen. 

  


