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On top of a 5000 foot mesa in Navajo County, Arizona,  
 sits the Hopi Indian village of Old Oraibi. [oh RYE bee]. 
It was founded so long ago it is likely  
 to be the oldest continuously lived in place in the U.S. 
According to a Hopi creation story  
 people were first formed in the underworld. 
When they were ready to move to the surface  
 they were asked to choose how they would live.  
  They choose a hard and humble life raising blue corn.  
Religious Hopis still raise blue corn on the mesa 
 in the same place it has been grown for over 1500 years.i 
 
Others in this room likely have a story of connection  
 with a place or with a certain piece of land. 
I grew up in the city of Washington DC,  
 and my only experience of countryside came 
  when we went in summer to visit  
   my mother’s parents in Kennett, Missouri.  
We would stay at Mema’s, but you could see  
 Aunt Betsy’s house across the street from the porch,  
  and aunt Alice’s was less than four blocks away.  
In our DC suburb I was not allowed  
 to wander much further than our yard and then my own block,  
  but in sleepy Kennett I was free to walk  
   between the family houses without supervision,  
    first with a pack of cousins, and then on my own.  
 
There was a street on the way to Alice’s called Baldwin Street,  
 which was the family name.  
  The land had been my great grandfather’s,  
   then my uncle’s, or so I think.  
    I can’t really tell you because  
     I did not depend on that land for anything,       
      so that story was not passed down to me.  
As a suburban kid, the idea of land that I was somehow connected to  
 went no further than our terraced backyard,  
  and no streets there held the family name.  
In Kennett though, traveling a path through tangled shrubs  
 in backyards that had once been the family farm,  
  I felt a different, deeper, sense of place,  
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   even though the details were unknown to me. 
 
All children make first forays into the world somewhere,  
 and it struck me just this week how different  
  one’s connection to the landscape must be  
   if your first forays take place in the countryside 
    as opposed to an urban setting.  
     Still, babies to the park is universal 
      if you have a park nearby.  
One of the first things little children out of doors encounter 
 is the grassy ground, the dirt under their uncertain feet,  
  the dirt they’ll happily shovel in their mouths if we don’t stop them,  
   and learn the smell of on their hands  
    as they pat and dig and play. 
I am guessing there are many people in this room 
 who, like me, associate the smell of earth with childhood. 
 
Working a piece of land no doubt also leads  
 to deep connection, something fewer and fewer of us know.  
When it comes to a sense of place, next to working the land  
 is probably walking over it.  
  You can walk a path somewhere, in city or countryside, 
   and come to feel it, even know its inhabitant along the way.  
If you travel the same path again and again, 
 it becomes familiar, so familiar that if you are in a hurry,  
  you can walk it and arrive at your destination  
   with no memory of what you saw along the way.  
When I was in seminary there was a path  
 from the married students housing to the campus  
  that crossed a big sunny field.  
The path ran along one edge. 
 On one side were the backyard gardens of the faculty houses,  
  somewhat screened by shrubs and trees.  
   On the other was the sun-filled field,  
    which, between mowings,  
     was a shaggy tangle of weeds and grasses.  
  The path, though, had been trod by generations of clerical feet,  
   so that the earth shown through.  
I can see it now in my mind’s eye,  
 and the memory brings a feeling of urgency,  
  because whenever I was on that path  
   I was either going to class or hurrying home to my family.  
 
Walk the land more gently and you may see  
 things you might not otherwise have seen.  
Yesterday Rob and I parked the car downtown  
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 in front of the Black House and its handsome brick neighbor 
  to walk to the Farmer’s Market.  
On the front walk of the manicured lawn of the brick house 
 was a killdeer, a bird whose black and white markings unmistakable.  
I saw her because she gave her high peep, 
 and she gave her high peep because just a few feet away  
  was her tiny black and white replica of her,  
   a chick she was ready to protect if we came near.  
Killdeer will fall and flop, pretending to have a broken wing  
 to distract anything that approaches their offspring.  
We stayed carefully still so we could watch the tiny chick  
 until it blended invisibly into the lawn.  
  The memory of that perfect chick on the lawn in springtime,  
   has already connected me more deeply to Blacksburg. 
 
With our Season of Creation theme of land 
 I have been thinking about soil, and dirt, fields and parks,  
  gardens, farms, and huge industrial tracks of agriculture,  
   and of the difference between  
    connection to the landscape and ownership.  
Because unlike oceans or mountains as soon as we think of land,  
 the idea of ownership arises, too.  
 
Between Adam’s creation from the dust of the earth,  
 and Jesus parable in which productive land  
  represents an image of the Kingdom of God,  
   Israel was writing down commands 
    which said that the land they lived on was on loan.  
Land was a gift to be used, certainly,  
 but also one that must be cared for  
  and allowed to lie unused every seven years  
   so that it can rest and be restored.  
This command to ensure restoration of the land was so great,  
 God even promises to give bigger crops 
  in year six so that that community can eat  
   through years seven and eight,  
    until the next edible crop arrives. 
But that’s not all. Israel is never to assume  
 the land God gives is theirs.  
There is no yours or mine or even ours.  
 The land, says the writer of Leviticus, is God’s alone.  
That’s why, every 50 years all land must be redistributed  
 among the nation’s families, to ensure  
  that any injustices arising from ownership are corrected,  
   lest the people forget whose land it really is.  
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You can see that the idea of sabbatical rest  
 comes directly from this scripture,  
  though I will be taking a three-month rest, not twelve. 
The idea of allowing the land to lie fallow  
 so that nutrients can be recovered makes sense  
  and has been shown to be effective and wise.  
   But it’s the second part of the text that grabs us. 
 
Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann  
 writes that he receives more questions  
  about the every-50-year-land-distribution-plan in Leviticus  
   than any other text in scripture.  
Not only that, the questions  
 almost always come, he says, in the negative: 
  “They didn’t really ever do that, did they?”  
   as if the questioner hopes that there is  
    no such radical command in the Bible.  
Brueggemann’s response is to say  
 that there is no proof that Israel  
  ever did anything they were commanded,  
   but the command is there and there are  
    two other Old Testament references 
     to what is called the Jubilee Year  
      or the Year of the Lord’s favor.ii  
Whether the land redistribution was carried out or not, 
 the God of Israel sees human life in terms of economic and justice issues. 
  God knows that a community has political and economic consequences. 
The mandate to remember that the land is God’s is necessary 
 because the consequences of not treating the land as God’s   
  are violent and terrible, and we know it. 
 
Because of all the tensions around ownership,  
 today’s theme has been very layered for me.  
I keep moving back and forth  
 between the ideas of land and place.  
On the one hand there is the soil itself, 
 full of life, capable of sustaining life,  
  as rich at the microscopic level as any galaxy in space. 
On the other hand there is the idea of land as place 
 your place, my place, our place,  
  places of connection and history and respect. 
To complicate all of this even further, 
 we now have the ability to sit in one place yet experience another 
  through virtual reality technology,  
   also called merged reality, 
    a name that tells more truth than I am quite ready for 
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     about this possibility for human life.  
Not wanting to make the mistake of denouncing the uses  
  of a technology I don’t comprehend, nonetheless  
   it is going to be important to heed the biblical perspective  
    that human life is land centered and place centered,  
     and that there are justice issues at hand when it comes to places 
      that God requires us to strictly attend to or suffer destructive 
        results. 
 
For the poet Wendell Berry, having no sense of place,  
 always leads to destruction,  
  for the land and for those who treat it carelessly. 
He writes of walking on a familiar path in the woods  
 and finding the shot gun shells,  
  empty cans and bottles, and sandwich wrappings 
    left behind by people for whom the concept  
    that the land is anyone else’s much less God’s,  
     never comes to mind.  
“In wooded places along roadsides  
 one is apt to find, as well,” Berry writes 
  “[man’s] over-traveled bed springs, his outcast refrigerator,  
   and heaps of the imperishable refuse of his modern kitchen.”  
Another time Berry found a possum  
 someone had shot dead and left lying,  
  [quote] in celebration of his manhood.”  
It is exactly this arrogance and deep disconnection  
 that Yahweh wants to prevent in community life 
  when commanding Israel that the land is God’s and always will be.   
Berry goes on to prophesy that human beings 
 “must become conscious of creation:  
  they must learn how they fit into it  
   and what its needs are and what it requires of them,  
    or else pay a terrible penalty:  
   the spirit of the creation will go out of them,  
    and they will become destructive;  
     the very earth will depart from them  
      and go where they cannot follow.” 
 
Princeton seminary student Amber Slate, 
 who grew up on a farm, welcomes the perspective 
  toward the land taken by the Eastern Orthodox tradition  
   in which she was raised.  
She was taught in Sunday school that all of creation  
 is aflame with the glory of God. 
When Moses encountered the burning bush 
 one day while tending sheep, it was not  
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  a miraculous event so much as a moment of deep reality: 
   the burning bush, Amber was taught, 
    is the true state of all nature. 
Moses simply saw God’s glory in it, 
 and took off his shoes because he realized  
  the ground beneath his feet was holy.iii 
Beloved, the ground beneath our feet is holy, too. 
 What gestures will we make to honor 
  our awareness that the land we walk belongs to God? AMEN. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

i Joel Martin, The Land Looks After Us, a History of Native American Religion, Oxford University Press, 
New York, 1999, pp. 6-7 
ii Walter Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament, Testimony, Dispute Advocacy, p. 189. 
iii Amber Slate, “Reflections for Easter Monday.” A copy of this charming essay was given to me without 
further attribution. 

                                            


