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At one with all creation 
 
On Tuesday morning David Price rang me up and said he was doing the intercessions 
today. Could I tell him what the theme of the sermon was going to be? I couldn’t and  
was reminded of the time when I was rung up by Gary Grief and was asked the same 
question and gave the same answer. Gary’s response was, “Suppose I write the 
intercessions and you write the sermon round them.” 
 
I did not make that suggestion to David but I still had no idea what I was going to 
preach about. However Sue sent me a suggested collect: 
 
“God of community, you never cease the work you have begun and prosper with 
your blessing all human  labour. Make us wise and faithful stewards of your gifts that 
we may serve the common good, maintain the fabric of our world and seek that 
justice where all may share the good things you give us.” 
 
That gave me what I wanted. It is a perfectly good prayer but in one respect  I think 
needs commentary. It asks that we may be “wise and faithful stewards of your  gifts”. 
This is a very common and popular way of talking about how we, humankind, need 
to look after the earth. It  is not without  value but could suggest that God up there 
has handed over responsibility to us humankind to look after the earth. It assumes 
that there are 3 levels–God, humankind, the rest of creation.  True that we humans 
are answerable to God  but on earth we humans are definitely the bosses and we 
are definitely superior to all the rest of creation. 
 
The image of the steward seems to me essentially dull. It is a very instrumental 
word, an administrative word. It is hardly a rallying call which inspires. Go out and be 
stewards and make sure that everything is done properly and in order and on time 
and you keep the accounts properly. Stewardship is calculated and head based, 
necessary and boring. 
 
But look what Paul says in the lesson from the Romans (and don’t forget that this is 
from Paul the former Pharisee who  had been absolutely dedicated to keeping the 
Law). “ Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for he who loves his 
neighbor has fulfilled the law.” (Romans 13:8) No ifs, no buts, totally wholehearted, 
extravagant, over the top. “Owe no one anything except to love one another.” 
Augustine (of Hippo not Canterbury) understood this: “Love God and do what you 
like.” 
 
This is not about duty. It is about passion. It is not about how the world can be 
better regulated: it is about how the world needs to be  loved. It is about how we 
can be inspired by the wonder of God’s world. How we can be overwhelmed with 
gratitude for its extraordinary beauty, diversity and  entranced by its complexity.  
 
A key moment for me this summer was then I cleared a patch of lawn and sowed 
some wildflowers at the beginning of  lockdown. 
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After a few weeks we had the most amazing collection of flowers, especially corn 
marigolds, poppies and cornflowers. It was marvellous. The bees and lots of other 
insects loved it. I would look out of our bedroom window in the morning, see the 
flowers and be filled with gratitude and joy. It was wonderful. It was also a reminder 
that I could do something, however small, to encourage the insects that are in such 
disastrous decline and get great joy out of doing so. 

It re-inforced my realisation that our relationship with nature needs to change. One 
important expression of this is the rewilding movement. An inspiring example of this 
is the book Wilding by Isabella Tree which describes how she and her husband 
transformed their 1400 hectare farm in West Sussex by letting go. “Today, Knepp is 
a rich, diverse, yet still productive landscape in which Longhorn cattle, wild ponies 
and Tamworth pigs roam freely in a habitat that is rapidly recovering its former 
biodiversity, with a wide range of plants re-establishing themselves and a profusion of 
insects,  bats and birds, including nationally threatened turtle doves and nightingales.” 
(Carolyn Steel, Sitopia, page 279 
 
Isabella Tree writes: “Bicycling across the area in summer we had to keep our 
mouth shut and wear glasses against the splatter cloud of insects… There was 
birdsong, even in winter. flocks of field fares, meadow pipits and redwings were 
descending for the berries and invertebrates and bullfinches… were feasting on buds, 
blackberries and seeds. March brought out skylarks by the dozen and in summer the 
yellowhammer.” (Ibid. pp 119–120) 
 
It is an inspiring example of what can happen when we give nature the chance to 
bounce back. Not only can it be done, it is being done. 
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There is an impressive 50 minute illustrated talk by Isabella Tree at 
youtube.com/watch?v=kvD1DGSS8Aw 
 
 The second key event for me this summer was reading the book by Charles 
Eisenstein, Climate: A New Story . One project he talks about is this: 
 
 “One of the most impressive desertification reversal projects is the Loess Plateau 
Watershed Rehabilitation Project in northern China, made famous by the filmmaker 
John D. Liu. The loess plateau of this region was a cradle of civilization, exceeded 
only by Mesopotamia in its antiquity, and suffering a similar fate. According to Liu, by 
the year 1000 deforestation and unsustainable agricultural practices had reduced a 
lush land of forests and grasslands to a parched, eroded wasteland that looks like a 
desert even though it receives a modest rainfall… 
 
Through the project the land has literally come back to life. The change came 
through a huge investment of labour, money and planning. Local residents were 
recruited in large numbers to build small earthen dams, terraces and other water 
retention features. They planted trees, abandoned  slope lands unsuitable for 
planting, and restricted the grazing sheep and goats. Crucially, they closely 
participated in the planning of the project as well,  were given subsidies for their 
labour and granted land rights to restored areas. In the end, an area of 15,600 km² 
(the size of Belgium) was restored at a cost of about half a billion dollars. The 
project has inspired similar projects in Rwanda, Ethiopia, Jordan, and other 
countries.” (Pages 191–192) 
 
Do look at the stunning film about the Loess Plateau Watershed Rehabilitation 
Project  - Greening China’s Loess Plateau by John D. Liu.  There is a trailer on youtube 
(V=UAmai36xJDk) which lasts for 1.21 minutes.  The full film (V+wwDNemiLE9K) 
lasts 37 minutes. 
 
I have been exploring this and similar projects during the summer and began to 
realize that the huge loss of biodiversity, including the dramatic decline in insects, 
and the grave problems being caused by so much land being lost to encroaching 
deserts, the so-called desertification, not only can be solved but in places are being 
solved. 
 
I had not realized what a big change this had made in the way I think until a zoomed 
service  a few weeks ago. Gill MacGregor was leading the  intercessions and prayed 
eloquently and well for those, especially farmers, who are losing their livelihoods 
through climate change and those who are trying to help them. I was surprised that 
my immediate reaction was not one of pity or compassion but of anger. That anger 
was because I now realize that that suffering is completely unnecessary. Of course 
we have to do something about those who are suffering now. But in the longer term 
I believe that it is completely true.   We know it can be done. There is no need to 
despair. 
 
I think that my anger comes from two sources. First, a renewed sense of connection 
with the natural world and the realization that I/we are an integral part of it. We are 
in it, not above it. We are part of the infinitely complex, beautiful, awesome web of 
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life. I get the impression that this has been true for a number of people during the 
lockdown. 
 
Second, we can preserve and restore the natural world in all its wonder. But if we 
are going to preserve it, we have to look at it with wonder, learn about it with care 
and thus love it with passion and then act with conviction. 
 
Look, learn, love and act. 
 
St Paul says: “You shall love your neighbour as yourself.” (Romans 13:9) but that 
must include  not just our human neighbours, but the whole community of creation 
in which we humans are fellow members with God’s other creatures.  
 
 

Michael Bayley 
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