2nd before Lent 2007  10am

I think it was G.K. Chesterton who suggested that the most important question you could ask a seaside landlady when looking for holiday accommodation was not "How often do you change the sheets?", nor "What time does the front door get locked at night?",  but "What is your view of the universe?". What is your view of the universe? The idea was that if she got her philosophy and theology right then she would likely get her laundry, her house rules and, ideally, her cooked breakfasts right too. This seasoned insight, of course, leads us to a profoundly serious question, for you and I, no less than her, are philosophers and theologians, and the way we live our lives does goes back, at source, to some fundamental assumptions about God and about the nature of this world he has created. So "What is your view of the Universe?" is a question we might well ask ourselves, and today, with our readings about creation in the Old Testament, and Jesus' mastery of the storm in the Gospel, we are encouraged to ask it, quite specifically, about the natural world around us, and to consider how we understand our place within it and relationship to it. What is our view of the Universe, as Christians? More than we often probably imagine follows from our answer to this question.
Now it is true that Christianity, with its interest in the future and Christ’s return in glory, has found much of its energy drawing it towards the world to come, and to the new creation. Some people have suggested, probably with a degree of justification, that this has made the Church slow to become involved with current ecological efforts. Yet having acknowledged that, it is the case that there are significant strands within the Bible and our Christian tradition that stress the importance - and more than that, the giftedness - of this world, as God's original loving act of creation, and it is these I want to reflect on with you a little this morning. When you start exploring this, you discover that there are two particular related Christian themes that I think are very much still helpful to us.
One the one hand, there is the Christian sense of the beauty and wonder of nature, and of recognising within it signs of the beauty and goodness of God himself. Nature is a very rich source of revelation, if we have but eyes to see. Theologians have always held that the creator must give something away about himself in what he has created. Therefore the natural world should be for us a source for contemplation of God and, through that, a way of praising him. Perhaps you are familiar with the words St Francis in his Canticle of the Creatures; "Praise be to you, my Lord, with all your creatures, especially for master Brother Sun, who illuminates the day for us... praise be to you, my Lord, for Sister moon and the stars. In heaven you have formed them, shining, precious, beautiful. Praise be to you, my Lord for Brother Wind, for air and clouds, clear sky and all weather, through which you give your creatures sustenance.... praise be to you, my Lord, for our Sister Mother Earth, who sustains and cares for us, Bringing forth various fruits and coloured flowers and herbs..." Now we do of course have to be a little bit careful, for it isn't right to identify God solely with his creation and to say that the world and the heavens are God; that's a thought that Christians have be careful to avoid, for no action (including creation) can ever reveal the actor completely, and we also believe that God has an infinite potential to do things in other ways, ways that aren't prejudiced by what he has already done. But nevertheless God has chosen to create this world, and us in it in this way, and by that we surely can see reflected something of his own being and nature. The ordinary bears the miraculous – the natural bears the transfigured. There is a famous poem by Gerard Manley Hopkins celebrating just this reality, "The world is charged with the grandeur of God; it will shine out like shining from shook foil - it gathers to a greatness like the ooze of oil crushed". That then is the first insight: seeing and appreciating the natural as a container for the divine. 
The second Christian insight into creation follows from this, and you might call it “the way of responsible service” or “stewardship.” It is the sense that nature is to be used for our benefit, but in a way that respects it and suggests that we have not forgotten its essential character as divine gift.
As a biblical text for this approach to the natural world, you couldn't find a better one than our first reading this morning, from the second chapter of Genesis. You might know that there is not one but two accounts of creation at the start of the book of Genesis. There is the first in Genesis chapter 1, which is the Big Bang, seven-day account, where God puts everything into is apportioned place in a concentrated outburst of divine energy. In this story the place of humanity in the scheme of things is indicated as being one of dominion and lordship: "Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground", God says to the man and the women he has just made. But there is also the second story – our story today – the gradual one about growth and evolution; the story of Adam and Eve, who this time are given names. This time the imagery appropriate for people is not that of power and subjection, but of gardening and cultivation, and, even, love. We heard that "the Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and look after it." A very different feel to the equivalent line in Genesis chapter 1.
And of course it is in a different garden, on a different day–Easter Day in fact–that a woman called Mary turns disappointed from an empty tomb. She meets a strange figure, and she supposes him to be the gardener. I used to think that that was an absurd mistake; but I now think it rich and full of meaning. For she is right. He is a gardener. The Gardener. The second Adam come to restore Eden. He came to do what each one of us is created to do – to cherish and love and cultivate – and to heal – the garden which God delighted in bringing into being.
A few years ago, at the Second Vatican Council, the Catholic Church produced a document called Gaudium et Spes which describes our care for this world as oriented not just to the future generally but also specifically to the redeemed world that is to come:

"For after we have nurtured on earth all the good things of nature and the fruits of our own labour, in the Spirit of the Lord… we will find them again, purified of every stain, burnished and transfigured, when Christ hands over to the Father a kingdom eternal and universal, …a kingdom already present in mystery."
A kingdom already present in mystery. An excellent way, I would suggest, to see the creation around us now.
