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“Blessed by Creation: Caring in Return” 

Texts: Genesis 32:6-8, 13; Exodus 3:1-5; Ruth 1:6, 15-18; 

1Kings 19:3-4 and Jonah 4:1-5 

 

Sunday after Sunday, we talk about the important people of the Bible.  Throughout the pages of 

the Bible, we read about the exploits of these individuals.  They are people of prominence, kings 

and rulers and prophets.  And they are humble folks who are shepherds and the caregivers of 

sycamore trees.  We have come to know them so intimately that we know them on a first name 

basis like David and Deborah, Jonah, Peter, Mary and countless others.  Sometimes we know 

them only by their circumstances, reading about the woman at the well or the Good Samaritan or 

the prodigal son.  We hear their stories from the cradles of Sunday School classes to the Sunday 

morning sermons continuing to inspire our modern day lives.   

 

But as I thought about today’s sermon, I thought about another very important character in the 

scriptures.  She is usually given only a passing mention, if even that, but she plays a vital role in 

many of the events of the scriptures.  The character I am referring to is the Creation itself.  From 

the very opening pages of the Bible, the Creation plays a prominent role in our understanding of 

God and God’s relationship to us all.  The very formation of the earth and the skies, the water 

and soil, the planets and vast universe serves to teach us important lessons.  We learn that God 

created it all and called it good.  Everything we see and all that is unseen has been called good.  

If we had nothing beyond the creative narrative in Genesis 1-2, it would tell us a lot about God, 

ourselves, and our relationship to the Divine. 

 

Even within the unique collection of biblical stories we heard this morning, the created world 

plays a prominent role. The story from Exodus 3 often leads us to focus on Moses and his 

preparation to lead the Hebrew people to the promised land.  Or perhaps we focus on God’s 

ability to hear our cries and respond to the needs of the people.  The story is about both of those 

things and more.  It is about God meeting us in surprising ways, in the world around us.  In this 

instance it was a flaming bush.  Most importantly, this story invites us to envision what some 

theologians and mystics call “the thin places” where still today we experience those powerful 

encounters with God in the natural world.  Rarely is it through flashy events like a flaming bush, 

but the psalmist reminds us that the beauty of the creation proclaims God’s message.  The story 

of Moses and the burning bush is but one of many examples in which we experience the 

closeness of God in the natural world.  All around us, if we are attentive and patient, God is 

calling our attention with messages of love and peace and hope. 

 

Although the story of Genesis 32 is about the beginning steps of reconciliation between Jacob 

and Esau, the setting is in a place called “God’s Camp.”  There in the wilderness, under the vast 

stars, Jacob comes to his senses and realizes that it is time to end their feud.  What was it about 



being in the Creation that compelled him to act?  Was it a feeling of loneliness?  Did it occur 

looking up at the stars and realizing that somewhere in the world was a brother he hadn’t spoken 

to in years?  Was it the realization of how interconnected the universe is, what naturalist John 

Muir would describe as the recognition that if you pull on the string of any part of creation, you 

discover that it is connected to everything else?  Did Jacob realize that there was a broken 

connection in his life that needed healing?  Whatever the source, he discovers this in the 

wilderness and brothers will be united soon thereafter under the warmth of God’s sun. 

 

The deeper story of Ruth and Naomi is about the commitment and faithfulness of a mother and 

daughter-in-law.  The mother, Naomi, releases her daughters in law from any responsibility they 

have toward her, advising them to return to their homelands.  One daughter-in-law accepts this 

opportunity, but Ruth pledges her lifelong commitment to Naomi.  The location of this story is 

an important aspect to recall.  They are in the middle of the journey, far removed from where 

they have come from or where they are going.  There is no one to see or hear their conversation.  

Nothing around but the beauty of God’s creation matched by those beautiful words, “Where you 

go I will go, where you stay I will stay, your people will be my people and where you die, there I 

will be buried.”  In the solitude of that place, a vow was made and two lives forever linked.  Like 

a couple taking their wedding vows at the altar, Ruth offered her pledge of faithfulness 

surrounded by the majesty of God’s Creation. 

 

And just a few moments ago, we heard those puzzling words from the prophet Elijah spoken in 

the solitude of the wilderness.  Taken out of context, they seem filled with loneliness and 

despair.  Elijah has fled into the wildness to be alone.  He removed himself from the people and 

places he had known to find solitude in the wilderness.  As is so often the case, the quiet spaces 

of nature give us the opportunity to be still, to listen, to gain perspective and to be healed.  We 

don’t have to go so far as Elijah and venture a full day’s journey from civilization, sometimes it 

is enough to sit on the back porch, gaze out over the still waters of a lake or lie on our backs on a 

starlit night.  The created world offers respite, healing, perspective, hope.  We often read the 

story of Elijah’s journey into the wilderness as if he was the primary actor in the healing he will 

discover.  To do so is to overlook the power of God’s Creation and the gifts it offers. 

 

Throughout the scriptures we hear these remarkable stories of healing, reconciliation, 

faithfulness, generosity, kindness, hopefulness.  They are told through many different lives, but 

what they have in common is the presence of God through the created world.  The Creation is the 

sacred place where such encounters occur and the conduit for God to share these gifts.   

 

I recently came across a story about the author Peter Mathiessen.  Upon publishing his first 

novel, Matthiessen imagined what it would be like to come upon a complete stranger reading his 

book.  He imagined surprising the unsuspecting reader by introducing himself as the author and 

offering to autograph the stranger’s book.  It struck him as quite fun and playful.  But he kept 

watching and waiting and never had that chance encounter.  Many years passed when he spied a 

copy of his novel on the back seat of a parked car.  Since the window was down, he reached 

inside, retrieved the book, signed it and then put it back in place.  He didn’t stick around to meet 

the owner, didn’t leave any further evidence of his presence, but walked away with the joy and 

satisfaction of secretly giving this gift to the unsuspecting reader. 

 



When I heard that story, I thought about the ways in which God hides right in front of our very 

eyes in the beauty of the creation.  If we pay attention, we might hear the voice of God speaking 

through an owl hooting in the middle of the night.  If we look closely, we might meet the 

presence of God in the persistent work of a bee flitting from flower to flower.  We might 

experience a moment of delight to catch the sight of a shooting star on an evening night.  I am 

reminded of the phrase from a modern hymn that says, “God is found hiding in the 

commonplace.”  In the beauty of the Creation, God is present and offering unexpected gifts, the 

gifts we long for, the gifts we didn’t know we were missing, the gifts we didn’t think to ask for.  

All of this is found hidden in the beauty of Creation. 

 

Did Jacob walk in the wilderness knowing that he was looking for reconciliation or did his time 

in the wilderness alert him to the deep longing he had been able to ignore for so long?  Did Ruth 

venture into the wilderness to make a statement of heartfelt faithfulness or was there something 

about being amid the Creation that invited such a commitment?  Sometimes in the created world 

we find the gifts we are seeking and needing and sometimes we find the things we didn’t know 

we were looking for.  Those gifts are not accidental.  Those moments of peace and renewal, the 

insights we find in quiet moments, the joy and delight we experience in nature, these are all gifts 

from God, ways in which God continues to care for our spirits. 

 

Wendell Berry expresses this beautifully in one of his sabbath poems from 1979.  It details the 

ways in which the connection with nature can help us confront our fears our troubles and find 

peace and healing.  Let me share his words with you: 

 

 I go among trees and sit still. 

 All my stirring becomes quiet 

 around me like circles of water. 

 My tasks lie in their places 

 where I left them, asleep like cattle. 

 

 Then what is afraid of me comes 

 and lives a while in my sight. 

 What it fears in me leaves me, 

 and the fear of me leaves it. 

 It sings, and I hear its song. 

 

 Then what I am afraid of comes. 

 I live for a while in its sight. 

 What I fear in it, leaves it, 

 and the fear of it leaves me. 

 It sings, and I hear its song. 

 

 After days of labor, 

 mute in my consternations, 

 I hear my song at last, 

 And I sing it.  As we sing 

the days turns, the trees move. 



 

I provided only a small sampling of the many biblical stories that highlight the ways in which 

God brings comfort and healing through the Creation.  Are there other stories that come to your 

mind this morning?  What about personal encounters, moments in which you experienced some 

peace, a bit of forgiveness, a new insight for your day just while being amid the beauty of God’s 

Creation? 

 

Diane and I have been doing a lot of work in our front yard.  We have had our hands in the soil 

working until the daylight faded and we had to come inside.  But the other night, while we were 

working, Diane noticed a young bird that kept landing nearby and singing.  It was a bit daring for 

the bird to get that close.  It would fly away and then return and resume its song. 

 

In an offhanded way, I commented that it was Diane’s mother coming to check on us.  Her 

mother, Joyce, loved gardening.  So it made sense that she might be checking in to see what we 

were doing.  Do I really believe that this bird is Joyce?  Not really.  But something about the 

unusual courage of this small bird brought back wonderful memories.  I found a nice juicy worm 

and placed it on the spot where the bird kept returning as a gift of appreciation.  It was a small 

token of appreciation for this beautiful bird, whatever its message, whatever its intentions.  As it 

had shared its gifts with us, we offered a small token in return. 

 

And that leads me to the pivot point of this sermon, the question I would invite you to ponder 

today and throughout the days ahead.  If God cares for us through the created world, isn’t it also 

possible that one of the ways we can respond to God and show our expressions of love to God is 

also by caring for the Creation?   

 

We don’t often frame the care of the environment in this way, but what if we looked at the little 

things we do as a means of expressing our love for God, the Creator.  Planting a tree becomes an 

act of appreciation.  Tending a garden becomes a means of offering praise.  Caring for the air, 

the soil and water become expressions of love for God. 

 

In her book, “Replenishing the Earth,” Nobel Peace Prize winner Wangari Maathai writes, “If we 

live in an environment that’s wounded---where the water is polluted, the air is filled with soot 

and fumes, the food is contaminated with heavy metals and plastic residues or the soil is 

practically dust---it hurts us, chipping away at our health and creating injuries at a physical, 

psychological and spiritual level.  In degrading the environment, therefore we degrade ourselves 

and all humankind.”  But then she flips the statement by noting that the reverse can also be true.  

“In the process of helping the earth to heal, we help ourselves.” 

 

Maathai won the Nobel Peace Prize for her work in the Green Belt Movement in Kenya which 

planted over forty-five million trees since 1977.  This work has not only healed the environment, 

but it has decreased erosion, enabled sustainable farming, eased the lives of women who have to 

travel great distances for safe drinking water.  In caring for the environment, they have also cared 

for the needs of all living creatures. 

 

But while such actions are a way of caring for our communities and for future generations, the 

care of the environment, the stewardship of creation, is ultimately an expression of faith.  The 



Bible is filled with examples of the ways in which God cares for us through the Creation around 

us.  Our desire to care for this precious gift is not only a way of expressing our gratitude, it is an 

expression of our love for God.  The ways of showing this love are as vast as our imaginations.  

On this week in which we will celebrate Earth Day and renew our commitment to care for the 

environment, may we acknowledge this wonderful and fragile gift and seek to be wise stewards 

of what God has entrusted to us. 


