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How many times have you seen it happen?  A pro baseball player knocks one out of the 
park,  

and after breaking into his home run trot [around the bases], he taps his heart 
with his fist, casts his eyes heavenward and points both hands straight into the 
air. 

Now, I’m not much for mixing sports and religion, but presumably the player is thanking 
God, or ‘giving God the glory.’  

But what I want to call to your attention is the assumption of where God is located.   

Whether or not the player means it literally, the implication is that God is ‘up 
there’ or ‘in the heavens.’ 

As such, this is what Diana Butler Bass calls ‘vertical faith’—the old three-tiered 
universe that Sarah Windes described last week,  

in which what is above us is good, what lies below us is bad,  

and our job here in the middle is to be ‘saved’ into living eternally ‘up 
there’ with God.   

And since Bass’s book (the basis for this sermon series) is entitled Grounded, you can 
guess that she casts a jaundiced eye toward any theology  

that takes away from ‘horizontal faith’—the notion that Christian faith is about a 
lot more than individual salvation, 

and is concerned with how we deal with each other and  how we care for earth, 
sea and sky. 

 

But once you get those things straight, says Bass, the sky is as good a place as any to 
locate God.    

After all, unlike ‘water ‘and ‘dirt’, (the other two elements of this Seasons of Creation 
series), “… sky is beyond our comprehension.  Where does it begin or end?”  (Bass, 
Grounded, p. 100). 



We can see it, in the form of clouds and sunsets by day, or planets and stars by night.  
But we can’t see it if you are talking about such things as wind, or dark matter, or the 
five-layered atmosphere that protects us from “the icy terrors of the deeper heavens” 
(Ibid.) 

So, “To say that God is in the sky is not to imply … a certain [address] … Instead, it is 
an invitation to consider God’s presence that both reaches to the stars …” and yet 
surrounds us right here.  (Ibid.,103) 

As such, ‘God-in-the-sky’ ushers you and me into the realm of what many physicists, 
philosophers and theologians call ‘the New Cosmology’.   

Whereas it used to appear that science and religion were pulling in different directions, 
there now seems to be common ground emerging  

with regard to our understandings of the ‘big bang’ origins of the universe 

and of how all creation is unified in tracing back to that singular moment.       

But if all of that is “out there”, it is also the case that this interrelatedness points inward.   

Especially that is the case when we talk about the air we breathe. 

Bass [p. 109] talks about the appearance, some two to three billion years ago,  

of a sort of blue-green algae called cyanobacteria.   

Unlike the anaerobic organisms that had thrived in oceans under an atmosphere of 
volcanic gases, these cyanobacteria (quote)  

“… survived by photosynthesis, using energy made from the sun and producing 
free oxygen as a by- product.  Over time, the oxygen they created saturated the 
oceans and escaped into the atmosphere, where it accumulated. … And thus, 
the air that we breathe came into being. … With air, biological diversity flourished 
and the earth as we know it was born.  The atmosphere is humanity’s womb, and 
without it all terrestrial life would perish.”  (Unquote).  

Now, two weeks ago in this Seasons of Creation series, we read in the second verse of 
the Bible that 

“The earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while 
a wind from God swept over the face of the waters.” 

As a faith claim, then, Genesis proclaims that “The animating agent of creation was the 
wind,  

in Hebrew ruach, a word also signifying ‘air’, ‘spirit’, or ‘breath.’ 

At each stage of creation, God breathes new life into the world … The breath of 
God creates a sacred environment, the atmosphere of existence.” (Bass, p. 110) 



 

And so we come to the first of our two scripture readings for today, from John 3:1-8 

where the Pharisee Nicodemus comes to Jesus, asking questions about how to 
understand the strange-but-attractive things that he is teaching. 

Now, these happen to be arguably the most famous verses in the New Testament,  

because it contains those words, “No one can see the kingdom of God without 
being born ‘from above’ [or born ‘again’].” 

But if you ask me, something just as important is introduced two verses later, when 
Nicodemus asks if that means he is supposed to return to the womb. 

Jesus answers, “No one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of 
water and the spirit.” 

In other words, Nicodemus, claim the breath of God that is blowing through all of 
creation,  

bringing life to all who breathe it in. 

And what happens then? 

John’s gospel tells us only that Nicodemus sputters, “How can these things be!?”   

But it’s probably no accident that sometime later, when the religious authorities 
are trying to close in, Nicodemus is the only one of the Pharisees who speaks up 
for fair treatment of Jesus.   

And in the end, when Jesus-the-breath-of-life is crucified, it is none other than ol’ 
Nic  

who shows up to help Joseph of Arimathea claim the body and begin 
preparing it for burial. 

 

And then, later on the day of Jesus’ resurrection, comes the second of our texts for 
today (John 20:19-23). 

When the disciples are huddled in fear in that locked room, still not knowing what to 
make of the news that the tomb has been found empty, 

Jesus shows up in their midst and shows them his crucifixion wounds. 

And as they begin rejoicing, what does Jesus do? 

He slowly and deliberately breathes on them(!!), saying, “Receive the Holy 
Spirit.” 



And the same wind, or spirit, that hovered over the waters of creation, animates their 
lives from that moment forward, enabling them to do things they never dreamed 
possible. 

 

And so, today, we will in a few minutes receive into the membership of this church, nine 
confirmands (with a tenth to be received later this summer). 

They have devoted the past academic year to preparing for this occasion. 

And confirmands, while I don’t know if anyone planned this Seasons of Creation series 
to coincide with your confirmation, 

I hope that these three weeks on water, dirt, and sky have added to your sense 
of this new adventure that you are entering. 

For you have been baptized of water, grounded in this piece of earth at the corner of 
Church and Eakin,  

and we pray that you will emerge with the breath of God coursing through your 
bodies and animating your spirits. 

 

Will you pray with me: 

Breathe on us, breath of God.  Blend it in us with the waters of creation and the fertile 
soil of the earth, that we might have new life, abundant life, life everlasting. 


