Care of Creation, Our Mission Moment, Matt. 15:[10-20] 21-28,  Pent. 10-A, 8/17/14

Today’s lesson presents us with of picture of Jesus which, at first glance, is very hard to reconcile with the Sunday School poster image of Jesus gently taking the children into his arms.

A Canaanite woman comes to Jesus with a request that he heal her daughter.  It the sort of thing he has done for many others.  She’s not even asking anything for herself.  You might think this would be a slam dunk:  innocent child, humble request, something well within his power to grant.  But instead Jesus, first ignores her, then gives her an excuse which sounds perilously close to “not my job”, and then finally calls her a dog.  This is not the attitude we expect from Jesus.
Commentators tie themselves in knots trying to keep Jesus from looking like a jerk.  They say Jesus just wanted the crowd to see what a paragon of faith this woman is.  They say he wanted to test her.  They say that the word used for dog is an affectionate term reserved for a beloved pet and so it’s not even an insult.  Say what you want, Jesus still sounds pretty harsh.
I don’t think there is a way to tie up all the loose ends into a tidy bow, but maybe the key to understanding this text is this:  Jesus did not have it all worked out at the beginning of his ministry.  Jesus begins this text with the conventional understanding that his ministry is confined to the Jews; by the end he has expanded the scope of his ministry to healing a Canaanite.

Jesus taught many profound things.  Perhaps today he’s showing us that we have to be willing to expand our vision of ministry.  In this encounter Jesus seems to learn something, to have an insight, to be pushed to a new place.  Do you find that disconcerting?  We like to think of Jesus in absolute control, the man with a plan.  Yet if we take seriously that Jesus was truly human, then he had to discern God’s will just as we do.  This text says something about the nature of faith, that it is never nailed down.  And that should give us hope when we are confused about what God needs from us.  Two things are very clear from this story:  Jesus expands his circle of care in response to a new situation, and therefore, we who try to follow him need to be open to taking up whatever mission God gives us.  So what exactly does that mean in our context?
Some things never change.  God constantly calls us to be aware of those who suffer just on the edge of our consciousness.  Whether we are talking about children hidden in trailer parks down back roads, or war-ravaged refugees in a distant land, or victims of natural disaster, it is easy to let the hurting become “out of sight out of mind.”  We may also be tempted to decide that some do not deserve our care because they have made poor choices or come from a distant land.  This story, and most of the New Testament, reminds us that following Jesus inevitably opens our eyes and expands our hearts to those most vulnerable, who might have been off our radar.
The call to compassion is a given for all Christians in all times and places.  But this morning, sitting in this place, I want to suggest that caring for the creation is a mission which falls to us, Christians in the 21st Century, with special urgency.
In the 19th Century churches in Europe and the United States felt called to proclaim the faith in Africa and Asia and the modern mission movement was born.  In response to massive waves of immigrants to America churches created schools, orphanages, colleges, and urban relief agencies.  The need to stand against fascism was the calling that Christians of the mid-20th century felt with special urgency and the struggle for civil rights in the 60s was the privilege and the challenge for believers in that time.  Each of these missions is ongoing, the work never fully completed.  A faithful church never ceases to care about evangelism, education, social ministry, and justice.  But each generation has a calling that is particularly its own.  Perhaps being good stewards of the earth is the great calling in our time. 
Your first reaction may be to think that I am simply trying to baptize one side of a highly politicized agenda.  It is a rare day that the news does not contain a story about pipelines, air quality, or water standards.  But whether your politics are left or right, there are both empirical and theological reasons for saying that care of the earth is essential.

Several weeks ago I quoted John Donne at Daly Hayes Murphy’s service; let me do so again. 

No man is an island entire of itself; every man 

is a piece of the continent, a part of the main; 

if a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less…
Donne’s assertion of each person’s value has become a scientific description of our physical world.  It is all interconnected:  Power plants in China affect air quality in San Francisco. Cyber-garbage discarded in Blacksburg pollutes water in India.  Clear cutting in Brazil exacerbates flooding in Micronesia.  Water taken to fill the taps in Los Angeles endangers the livelihood of  farmers and ranchers in Colorado.  It’s all connected and saying that pollution, deforestation, flooding, and shortages elsewhere are not our problem is like the folks in the luxury cabin of a cruise ship saying that the hole in the hull is no big deal because it’s just flooding the lower decks.  It is undeniable that in a globalized world, no person can be an island.
There’s no need to linger on the science or economics of this.  You’ve all read and heard multiples stories.  If nothing else enlightened self-interest ought to move us.  But beyond that Christians have compelling religious reasons to care about creation.

· In the creation stories the first command that God gives Adam is to care for the beautiful garden in which he has been placed.

· The psalmist proclaims, “The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it, the world, and those who live in it; for he has founded it on the seas, and established it on the rivers.”  That makes it absolutely clear that this world is to be used and not abused because it does not belong to us.
· Theologian Teilhard de Chardin noted that because God blessed the physical world by becoming flesh in Jesus Christ “our faith imposes on us a right and duty to throw ourselves into the things of earth.”

If we have not previously understood the care of creation as central to our calling as Christians it is because these voices which are all through the Bible have not always been heard.  Think of the witness of scripture as like a symphony orchestra; there are many instruments and parts.  Sometimes one or two instruments drown out others.  But a well-played symphony involves balancing all the voices so that they merge together to reflect the composer’s intention.  It is abundantly clear when we read the Bible that God loves and values the creation and calls us to care for it.  That is the composer’s intention; our challenge is to give those voices greater volume and play those stewardship notes with new clarity and passion.

Yet it not simply that we OUGHT to care about creation, attending to the natural world is one of the ways we gain insight into God’s desire for us.  Every pastor has had someone say to him or her, “You know, I just don’t feel the need to read the Bible or worship on Sunday, I just go out and commune with nature.  I take a hike or just sit quietly.”  I would quibble with whether that sort of spirituality is an adequate source of community and enlightenment over the long haul, but the sentiment has an element of truth.  Theologians have long talked about reading the “Book of Nature” as one way to glimpse the holy and understand our world.
In a time when we are often driven to distraction by daily demands, cherishing nature and attending to its rhythms is a way to open ourselves to God’s soft voice and begin healing our wounds.  During my recent trip to Turkey I was given a wall hanging which includes these words from the great Persian poet Rumi:

In generosity and helping others, be like a river;

In compassion and grace, be like the sun;

In concealing faults be like night;

In modesty and humility, be like the earth;

In tolerance, be like a sea.

Are these words a full revelation of the wonder of God; are they adequate to teach us what God desires of us?  I think not.  But when we reflect on God’s first great gift to humanity, the created order, we slow down and begin to see the divine heart which calls all things into being.  There are lessons we can learn from creation if we listen, but first we have to believe nature is to be valued and not simply used.
And that is our challenge in this century, to cherish and nurture the creation.  We are used to seeing nature as the ultimate Sam’s Club, the discount warehouse where we try to get everything as cheaply as we can. That attitude is not sustainable and it is not faithful to what God asks of us.
Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann has written “What God does best is trust us with our moment in history.”  At various points the church has had to decide what God most needs it to be doing. It has had to decide whether it would venture into new territory or stand pat, whether it would expand its horizons or keep doing what it has always done.  Long ago Jesus looked at a Canaanite woman and decided, “Yes, this is where God is calling me to serve.”  In a sense, the Christian mission the Gentiles which brings us to this place was born in that act.  
This is our moment in history.  “God so loved the world that he gave his son…”; maybe our moment is about cherishing that world and rediscovering its blessings.
