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Have you ever had an enjoyable experience  

only to have someone say “Oh, you should have been here earlier…”  
then tell you all about what you just missed? 

Last year when Rob and I went out west  
to three national parks for the first time, 

we hoped and hoped we’d get a glimpse— 
a safe, long distance glimpse—of a grizzly bear.  

We had struck out in our time at Yellowstone and had just begun  
scanning the remarkable view from some huge windows  

at our Grand Tetons hotel when a waiter rhapsodized  
over the mother bear with two cubs  

who had ambled passed an hour before.  
We never did see a bear on our trip, despite many attempts  

to be in the right places at the right times. 
 
I get the same “missed it” feeling  

when it comes to the natural environment today.  
It can be hard to visit some lovely natural place 

only to hear that it used to be much lovelier,  
or host a far larger numbers of species  

back in some day before my time. 
It can be equally hard to read the writings  

of early explorers or naturalists in the United States, 
or look at tree maps and read descriptions of 

the stunning diversity of birds,  
beasts and plants here, some of which are now extinct.  

Indeed, this sense of loss is exactly the kind of thing  
that makes many people shut down when it comes  

to learning about how to help preserve the diversity of the natural world.  
  
The planning team for these weeks of the Season of Creation  

shared an excerpt with me from a book called  
What We Think About When We Try Not to Think About Global Warming 

by Norwegian psychologist Per Espen Stoknesi  
Stoknes outlines five psychological barriers  

to taking action on behalf of the earth:  
distance, doom, dissonance, denial, and identity. 

Distance meaning how remote the need for urgency  
feels for some people, though it seems to me 



it takes quite an unobservant soul not to notice  
how weirdly the weather has shifted in recent years.   

Doom, meaning the sinking sense we may get  
when we read nature news or see documentaries   

filled with message after message of disaster. We just shut down. 
It’s just natural to want to avoid bad news when we feel      

  we can’t do anything about it. 
Dissonance, meaning if a needed change  

conflicts with what we want to do  
(drive, fly, eat beef, or heat with fossil fuels)  

we may quickly check out mentally and emotionally. 
And by the way, I have been on six flights in the past 14 days. 

The fourth barrier to action is Denial. 
Denial, of course, means just what it says.  

Few of us like to be told what to do or how to live.  
Some people today flat out deny there is anything  

that needs doing for the earth  
as an act of self-defense, self-protection, 

says Stoknes, not ignorance or lack of concern.  
And finally, Identity can be a barrier to acting for the earth. 

We may identify with particular values and preferences,  
and therefor suspect or disagree with advice from people  

whose cultural identity is different from our own.  
     
The last thing I’d ever want to do in a worship service  

is evoke a sense of distance, doom, dissonance, or denial.  
But I would like to go on record this morning  

as being all about identity,  
because our baptismal identity is good news, it is our primary identity and  

good news for us and for God’s creation.  
  
Identity is key to both our scriptures for today. 
 The author of the psalm is a worshipper of Yahweh, 
  an Israelite poet who was creating liturgy  

for the people to sing when they gather to give God praise. 
 He or she piles up images of God’s good creation, 
  giving a point by point inventory that matches 
   the story of creation in Genesis 1. 
  Much of that goodness of creation lies in the diversity  
   of what exists and the diverse way all is ordered. 
     
There is a rhythm to creation, the poet insists, 
 plants and animals that thrive in the day  
  and others that come out by night, 
   and we human beings have our appointed times, too, 
    that follow the cycles of the year, and the sun and the moon. 



If you want to be safe from the lions that roam by night, 
    better to do our work in the daytime.  
The poet focuses on the generosity of Yahweh 
 and the splendor of Yahweh’s delicate and balanced creation. 
  The psalm is filled with gratitude, awe, and wonderii, 

offering us these same emotions as the proper pattern 
for how to receive and interact with God’s gifts. 

Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann writes, 
 “A theological reading of the world drives us 
  not to knowledge and control, but to praise.” 
 And as we praise, we are reminded that the world  

is not autonomous or self-generated. 
 It exists because of the gracious power of Yahweh, 
  who made it all.iii 

 
The story from the Book of Acts is wonderfully dramatic,  

and it, too, has to do with the core identity of God’s people. 
  The story concerns the moment when Peter  

is instructed in a vision from God 
    to eat whatever food is offered him 

in the home of a Roman soldier who is not a Jew. 
   Peter’s initial reluctance marks him  

as a faithful practitioner of strict Jewish dietary laws. 
 Three times the vision overthrows those limits 

and opens the church to diverse peoples.  
Luke finds the story is so important that the  
 description of the three-fold vision of all manner of animals  
  arrayed on a heavenly floating table cloth  

is given in full twice, though we only read one telling.  
We missed the part where Peter goes back to the Jews in Jerusalem, 
 and the whole story is told again 
  with Peter insisting that the church is meant to expand 

beyond the Jewish circle that first formed around Jesus,  
because God desires to include people of every background,   

  with all kinds of eating habits represented by      
   the smorgasbord of creatures in Peter’s vision. 

 
Think for just a second about what it means 
 that this message of expansion and diversity 

is conveyed to the Church through a display of edible creatures. 
It announces at one and same time that  
 humankind is utterly dependent for its very existence on God’s gifts 
  and that we are not to carve ourselves up  
   into categories marked by sameness,  

but instead we should experience differences.  
     We should we meet together to worship and enjoy God  



and God’s life-sustaining gifts as one. 
Some thousand years after the psalmist 

and at least seven-hundred years before us, 13th century theologian,     
    St. Thomas Aquinas wrote, 
  “The immense diversity and pluriformity of this creation 
   more perfectly represents God 
    than any one creature alone or by itself.”iv  
Beloved, part of our identity as God’s adopted children 
 is to see and proclaim that God is represented by differences  

and that differences are necessary and spiritually safe. 
 
Today the embrace of human diversity is in crisis and         
 so is the diversity of creation in crisis. 

As the diversity of plants and animals diminishes,        
  so will our benefits diminish. 

Biologist Eileen Crist has noted that habitat destruction,  
the introduction of exotic species, pesticides, and road kills  

have made coming across a snake in the wilderness  
a much more rare experience.   

“Great!” some of us may know doubt feel.  
Indeed, she notes that we can in fact lose fully half the species on earth  

without it having a noticeable negative effect on the way we live now.  
But do we want to live in such a diminished world?  

And what of the uninvestigated medicines,  
the possible cancer cures, unknown products,  

novel food sources that will disappear,  
much less other treasures of knowledge or beauty?v 

   
After he named the five psychological barriers  

to taking action to protect and heal the earth, 
distance, doom, dissonance, denial, and identity, 

Per Stoknes concluded that the way around the barriers  
is never going to arise from argument or antagonism. 

  Ultimately people will act for the health of the earth   
   because they want to, not because  

they have been instructed or scared into doing it. 
How good to be among those who more than want to; 
 whose core identity, far more than our politics, our nationalities, 

or our preferences, is to enjoy God  
and live lives of deepest gratitude 

for God’s grace, salvation, and constant gifts to us 
  in community and creation. That is who we are. 

As individuals, yes, we may often feel overcome 
 by the magnitude of what has to be done 
  to protect biodiversity and heal the earth. 
 But we are not isolated individuals, we are the body of Christ. 



  We have each other to talk to, to learn from, 
   vent to, and conduct holy experiments with together. 
BPC is a certified Earth Care Congregation, 
 doing what we can and teaching what we’re doing 
  to each other, our children and our neighbors. 

The sadness I do feel sometimes when I read environmental news  
or watch some nature documentaries 

  really is offset when I pick up  
my worship bulletin and read eleven things  

I can do or choose among and to have an impact  
     on the breadth and reach of the life in these mountains. 
 
One of the things on the list is simply to step outside 
 and spend time there,  

learning the names of what lies around us. 
I mentioned last week that when I was in Austin 
 my clergy group went to the Lady Bird Johnson wildflower garden. 
  In recent years I have become allergic to sunscreen 

which makes it harder to spend as much time outdoors. 
 But in the gift shop there I found the perfect hat  
  to wear in the garden and still be safe from the sun.  
And I will be walking and hiking and gardening more and more 
 because I am a baptized child of Yahweh, whom I meet   

in the blooms and vines, weeds and shrubs,  
 bugs, bats, worms, rodents, gnats, possums, dogs, 

racoons, beetles, deer, spiders, birds, coyotes, cats, and, bears  
that also tramp the tiny bit of earth that is my own backyard. 

You and I and our children are those whose identity is 
to voice and act on the words of the Psalmist: 

  O Lord, how manifold are your works! 
   In wisdom you have made them all. 
    The earth is full of your creatures.vi Amen. 
 
 
 
 

i The excerpt from Per Espen Stokes, What We Think About When We Try Not to Think About Global 
Warming: Toward a new Psychology of Climate Action was printed in UTNE Reader, March 2018. 
Stoknes has also done a TED talk on the subject that can be easily found online. Stoknes is also a 
politician with the Green Party. 
ii Walter Brueggemann, et al, Texts for Preaching, Year B, Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993, p. 155ff. 
iii Ibid., p.553. 
iv Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, 1.47.1 
v Sharon Crane, “Preserving Biodiversity, Our Collective Challenge,” Wildlife, Summer 2008, pp. 35-38, 
quoting an article by Crist in Wild Earth, “Serpents, the Ultimate Other,” (summer 2003). 
vi Psalm 104:24.  

                                            


