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Introduction to the Scripture

Our reading today comes from the prophet Isaiah, the largest book of the prophets, in every sense of
the word. Isaiah is a collection of writings spanning centuries actually, and reacting to global and
international realities: nations at war, nations in forming and dissolving alliances, victories, and
defeats, and finally, a telling of the Babylonian exile of the people of Israel, their nation enslaved and
their people uprooted. As large as Israel thought the world was, that’s how big Isaiah is. Today, we’ll
hear a prophetic word about what God hopes for the exiled people, a word of return and renewal, that
they have not been forgotten, they may have been lost, but they are found… so as you listen today, let
your imagination open up for you how truly global this restoration is…

Sermon

In preparation for our confirmation class beginning this fall, Mary and I have been reflecting on what
“story arcs” or themes appear in our scriptures. Isaiah and many of the prophets deal with an arc that
we are calling, “Exile.” Throughout the Hebrew scriptures, God is particularly known by God’s saving
act of returning the people to their home. In Exodus, God is the God that brought us out of Egypt, and
then out of the wilderness. In the prophets, many tell of the fall of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah,
and then deal with the Babylonian captivity. Of course, in the realm of nature, the Bible’s first story of
nature, of a garden, ends with the exile of humanity…

Knowing the scriptures themselves is important, but the reason why these scriptures continue to
capture our imagination is that all of us know exile at one scale or another: if we not have been
removed from our homes, we have been from time to time separated from our best hopes for
ourselves, our best selves, we have been separated, which is to say… not felt whole.

Return from exile is a global, holistic, event for all of creation

The Hebrew scripture theologian Walter Brueggemann writes on three responses to exile: assimilation,
despair, or reimagination.

The prophets, in their imaginative telling of the restoration of the people of God, do just that… they
imagine the world as it will be in the fullness of God’s dream for it. In this dream, God’s word flows
through and in nature and nurtures all that is in it. In this dream, mountains and trees and waters are
all part of the song of creation that we will sing as we return to the garden/city that is our home.
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We sing in the images of trees planted by rich waters, and bulbs that grow into flower, and rivers that
flow and nourish the land because of these reimaginings of wholeness in our scriptures. Some of you
have heard me say that perhaps one of the least appreciated pieces of a Christmas carol comes
tripping off our tongues every year: when we sing “Joy to the World”, we sing “and heaven and nature
sing” with a lot of gusto, but we hardly ever reflect on what that means.

Since he was kind enough to speak today, I’m reminded that I am still riding high off a sermon that
Tim Glidden gave in 2014 in which he reflected on his own journey of understanding the Genesis
story: moving from a story that was about creation as gift for humanity to have dominion over, to
creation as a wholeness of which we are a part and participate in.

Creation can be for us a place of discernment.

One component of what this means for our spiritual journeys is that nature can be a guide and a
source of our discernment in our lives.

I’m in Maine in July, so I don’t think I have to go too far in saying the natural world is a powerful
resource for the spiritual journey of our lives. There are many people here today, and a few that aren’t
here who will worship again outside once the postlude has played. The Labyrinth in the Woods, our
Outdoor Church that meets and walks together after worship every Sunday, all of these are
expressions of centering ourselves as part of the creation and tuning our hearts to sing with world
around us. It brings us peace, it brings us a sense of scale, it lowers our blood pressure in a time
when we need that. This is all very good.

Even more, that reflection and discernment may make claims for how we participate in creation. As
the priest Henri Nouwen says, “It is not enough enough for me to discern God’s will for my life. I must
discern God’s desires for my life as one small but important part of God’s great call to renew and
redeem all the earth.”  For many of us, this involves reflecting on our individual impacts on the earth.
You hear it around tables.

Here in Maine, we are increasing the number of small farms, many of them owned and operated by
young adults settling on the land. This is not an entirely unfamiliar experience to Maine, it may have
echoes of the “Back to the Land” folk of the 60’s and 70’s, but it is transforming our way of life in small
and large ways… we are becoming a people of food that is in seasons, of walks to meet and trade
and buy with our farmers, of striving to reduce the impact on the earth that we are told will rejoice to
our homecoming to wholeness. I will say that many of these decisions tend to be net positives for
those who choose them…

Creation is also a part of our discernment, as individuals and
communities.

There is also a larger scale to this discernment within creation—one that often asks us to make more
difficult decisions, and more sacrifices—that I have found myself thinking about since our General
Synod in Baltimore earlier this month. That, if we are really going to be a part of the harmony of all that
is, of God’s great invitation to return to a world with clapping trees and singing mountains, we will also
have to think about how we sing together as a human family.
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On of our keynote speakers, Aaron Mair, the first African American president of the Sierra Club, came
partly to give thanks for the UCC. It was our landmark study at the national level, Toxic Wastes and
Race, which led him to take up activism in his community of Albany, NY years ago.

Mr. Mair’s primary comment on environmental justice is that most movements of environmental
protection have been led from one particular cultural perspective. (That being of a wealthy, white
background.) When he first began to speak out against a solid waste incineration plant in his
community in he went to approach the Sierra Club… the response was, simply, “have you talked to
the NAACP?”  The assumption being laid bare that the Sierra Club served the environmental
protection goals of whiteness, not of communities of color.

Here in Maine, we know about this environmental racism: we recently marked the horror of Malaga
Island with a monument and ceremony, and a continued apology from the state of Maine.

When Malaga… became a desirable destination for the summer tourist trade in 1912, the state
removed its forty-five white, black, and mixed-race residents, imprisoning many of them at a
state mental health facility for the rest of their lives. The state feared that the islanders who were
not in detention might try to return to Malaga, since most of them were effectively homeless after
their eviction. To discourage their return, state authorities moved the schoolhouse to the
mainland and razed the rest of the structures on the island. Then they dug up all the corpses in
Malaga’s cemetery and moved them, tombstones and all, to the grounds of the mental hospital
where some of their descendants and loved ones had been incarcerated. 

Sometimes we are so out of tune. Literally, we have exiled one another from creation. How will we
share in the return from that exile? To receive the wholeness that Isaiah dreams of in a song of
creation, will take a lot of listening, seeking reconciliation, and compromise to touch the earth lightly,
and share in the earth wisely.

There is much that is still not in tune with our relationships with each other, creation, and I would say,
hence: the Creator. The Synod this year reacted to the U.S. withdrawal from the Paris Climate
Accords, asking churches to embody their belief that “The Earth is the Lord’s” as the resolution was
called. But the prophet reminds us today that noting can be accomplished that cannot first be
imagined, be dreamed, be sung. So as we go from this place to enjoy this day, imagine, how can we
more fully, more wholly, be a part of the music of God’s renewal of all that is?

All the trees of the earth will clap their hands the prophet says. And will we be able to say that we
joined in?

May it be so. Amen.
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