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The Season of Creation 
Glenbrook Uniting Church and Pitt Street Uniting Church, 6 September, 2020 

Contemporary Reflections by Prof Mark Tjoelker and Dr Miriam Williams  

Season of Creation 1 

Contemporary Reading: “Where the Forest Meets the Sea” by Jeannie Baker; 

Leviticus 25: 1-12; Proverbs 6:6-9  

This reflection can be viewed on You Tube at https://pittstreetuniting.org.au/spirit/reflections/ 
 

 

‘Creation’s Sabbath’ by Prof Mark Tjoelker 

This past summer, bushfires raged down Australia’s east coast, burning over 6 million 
hectares of native forest, threatening human life and property, destroying over 2500 homes 
and claiming at least 34 human lives and an estimated 1 billion native animals.  

This past summer was one of the hottest and driest on record. Science tells us that our 
land and oceans are getting warmer. In fact, average temperatures in Australia have risen by 
over 1° C over the past century.  

That might not sound like much. However, climate change has “loaded the dice” in 
favour of extreme weather conditions. In fact, today, we are six times more likely to experience 
record-breaking temperatures than just 30 years ago.  

What is clear is that we humans are threatening the future of our land and our Earth. 
Our insatiable hunger for fossil fuels drives greenhouse warming and when coupled with vast 
changes in how we care for country, we are pushing our Earth to its very limits to sustain us. 

 

Anchored in the ancient tradition of the Sabbath among the Hebrew peoples, the 
passage from Leviticus read for us today provides a confronting, yet inspiring vision of rest, 
renewal and restoration of country.  

Already, in the creation narratives in Genesis, the writers mark a symbolic capstone of 
completion to God’s creative work. God creates in six days, and on the seventh day God rests. It 
is in this hallowed day of rest, that all of creation is provided the space and time for renewal.  

Like every seventh day of each week, every seventh year was to be set aside as a time 
for rest, renewal and restoration. A “super Sabbath” for all, if you will, and an impossible 
entire year long!  

The land was to lie fallow, no crops to be sown, no harvests to gather.  

https://pittstreetuniting.org.au/spirit/reflections/
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But most importantly, all inhabitants - foreigners, slaves, servants, livestock and even 
wild animals are to cease their normal activities and depend upon creation itself for 
sustenance.  

Creation itself is honoured by rest and renewal. Perhaps this reflects a universal truth? 
All of us are dependent upon creation, upon country, to provide our most fundamental need, 
the need for life-sustaining food.  

Where does our food come from? It is provided by fertile and healthy soils, adequate 
water, clean air and ultimately from the fundamental sustainability and productivity of 
creation itself.  

Importantly, sustainability is not ultimately sourced from agricultural inputs and 
human ingenuity in shaping the environment for our use.  

This Sabbath, what a sacred and sacrificial act?! Stop farming! Unrealistic!  

Depend upon wild sources of food to be shared with everyone including animals? 
Impossible!  

I believe there is a deeper meaning in this text. Are we bold enough to stop and reflect 
to enable creation’s renewal? The Sabbath year is a universal gift to all and to creation itself.  

 

But this isn’t the end. After seven times seven years, the Sabbath of all Sabbaths arrives, 
the year of jubilee.  

The year of jubilee is a both a proclamation and a celebration of liberty. Property was 
returned to the original owners, debts were cancelled, indentured labourers were set free. The 
jubilee is a prophetic witness to an economic reordering.  

The rhythms of weeks and years mirror each other in a forward-looking and symbolic 
consummation of justice and peace - a yearning for Isaiah’s peaceable kingdom. A kingdom in 
the here and now, but not quite yet.  

Perhaps it is no wonder that Jesus of Nazareth, in the gospel of Luke, is recounted as 
reading from the Isaiah scroll to embrace the Jubilee vision.  

In this ancient wisdom can we find a prophetic message for our time?  

Indeed, it is a confronting prophetic call to remember that the land, the country, is not 
our own, but belongs to God. The land, air and oceans provision our planet with life-sustaining 
ecosystem services, many of which fall outside our economic systems that emphasize costings 
and profits.  

Have we, in our confidence in human ingenuity to solve all our problems and 
inexorable desire for economic growth and development forgotten Creation’s Sabbath?  

 

There are 173 different species of Banksia in Australia. All belong to the Proteacea 
family found only in Australia and Africa.  
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This ancient group of flowering plants evolved almost 100 million years ago on the 
southern supercontinent Gondwana. When Gondwana fragmented, more than 80 million years 
ago, some proteas remained on the African plate, while the Australian genera remained here 
and evolved into a beautiful array of species in numerous habitats.  

Banksias provide nectar to numerous birds and small mammals and have long been a 
food source of indigenous Australians. Banksias have evolved with fire and fire is embedded in 
their amazing life history. 

 Each of these thick armoured follicles contain one or more tiny seeds. The follicles are 
a storehouse of seeds, sometimes for decades. When heated to just the right temperature, the 
follicles open and release tiny winged seeds that fall to the earth, where they will find the 
perfect conditions for germination, growth and renewal.  

Perhaps this is a metaphor for creation’s rest, renewal and restoration? Seeds of hope 
in a burnt world. 

During this season of creation, I encourage you to stop for a moment, to look and listen.  

Can you see creation yearning for a Sabbath jubilee?  

What does Sabbath look like in your life?  

Perhaps join the banksias and eucalypts in a joyous Sabbath rest as we look forward to 
the ultimate renewal source in our life-giving creation.  

In the name of the ever-creating God, the Redeemer and Breath of all life.  

 

Amen.  

 

 

Collective wellbeing by Dr Miriam Williams  

Hi everyone, my name is Miriam Williams. I moved to Glenbrook in December last year. 
Today I want to share a reflection with you about the ‘Season of Creation’.  

There are two points to this story.  

Firstly, I want to focus on how we think about creation and emphasise about how we 
think about creation and nature matters. Sometimes the first step to changing the world is 
changing how we think about the world.  

And the second emphasis I want to make is that our wellbeing is bound up in the 
wellbeing of creation.  

 

The year was 2004 and it was my first year studying a Bachelor of Development 
Studies. One of the first courses I took was a unit called Environmental Values and Ethics.  
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The course looked at the causes of environmental destruction, including a focus on 
science and technology, capitalism, patriarchy and religion, with a particular focus on 
Christianity. And it followed this with some of the ethics that have developed as a response.  

A particular week of note was the week on religion – and it explored a 1967 essay by 
Lynn White titled “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis”, which is one of the most cited 
theological papers. It has also been heavily critiqued and contested over time. 

It argued that Western Christianity made it possible to exploit nature by revealing how 
the bible has been used to justify the right of humans to dominate and exploit nature. The 
lecture explored how interpretation of the verse from Genesis 1:28: “Be fruitful and increase in 
number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky and over 
every living creature that moves on the ground.”. 

It focused on how this particular verse led Western Christianity into believing that 
humans had the right to dominate and subdue and rule over nature.  

Christianity was said to be the dominant cause of ecological destruction as it allowed 
people to believe they were apart from nature and better than nature – as it allowed people to 
understand that they were not part of nature - and so they could exploit it and destroy it.  

Now, some of these ideas can be traced also to Cartesian thinking and a whole range of 
other ideologies that I won’t go into today. But we can see how this idea remains a bit 
dominant.  

As an 18 year old I was so confronted by this particular week. How could Christianity 
be to blame for ecological destruction?  

My experience of growing up in the Uniting Church had been of growing up in a faith 
tradition that was active on issues of social justice, refugee rights, Fair Trade and also climate 
change.  

I was mortified that this tradition, which I knew had been implicated in many awful 
things already - but in which I found so much hope, could also be to blame for playing a role in 
justifying and causing environmental destruction.  

In response, I wrote an essay critiquing this stance, showing how Christianity was used 
as a political tool to justify the destruction of nature. That it wasn’t the intent of the Christian 
faith but rather it was a particular interpretation of the scripture.  

In 2012, whilst finishing my PhD, I actually went on to lecture that same course. Again, 
I was confronted by this lecture that I was now the one to give.  

Years on, the content had been updated, but the argument relying on White’s article 
remained. I could now see examples of how this belief of the human right to rule nature was 
expressed in how people lived, both Christian and non-Christian.  

I could see examples in history, I had heard examples of this in theological reflections 
and in music sung in church - which set humans apart from nature, as better than nature as a 
way to justify Gods care of us.  

I began to see how this idea could justify environmental destruction as humans 
interpreted it as permission to subdue and have dominion over nature.  
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But this was only one story and it was not the only story I told – because it was not the 
only story of the Christian church.  

In the lectures I presented additional stories, quieter stories, to sit alongside this 
uncomfortable interpretation and this uncomfortable history.  

I presented the work of Saint Francis of Assisi that was also mentioned in Lynn White’s 
article, as a historical example of a Christian theology that told a different story. St Francis’s 
story is one of humans caring for and with nature, and seeing themselves as part of nature.  

I told the story of a more recent example of the Australian Religious Response to 
Climate Change and Uniting Earth as groups of committed Christians, Buddhists, Hindus, 
Bahai and Muslims that recognised the importance of caring for creation rather than 
exploiting it.  

There are many examples throughout history of communities of faith working to care 
for creation rather than exploit it. Now there are even more with a growing movement of 
people of faith who recognise the importance of caring for our world.  

I ended the lecture on the point that Lynn White uses to finish his article – that if the 
problem is an interpretation of a religious text then perhaps there needs to be some type of 
religious-like solution to change how people see themselves in relation to nature.  

Perhaps we need to shift the way we think about creation as one of the first steps to 
healing creation.  

If we see ourselves as apart from nature, rather than a part of nature, we are perhaps 
unattuned to the importance of caring for our world. Perhaps we have difficulty in seeing how 
our ability to collectively flourish is constrained when we do not care for our rivers, soil, 
animals and plants.  

It seems to me that this realisation could assist us in imagining and enacting a different 
future where we avert climate catastrophe.  

Today, I wonder how many people have interpreted the bible as justifying ecological 
destruction, or would you be equally horrified to hear of such an interpretation? 

I think it is important to recognise the uncomfortable histories and sit with these so 
they can hopefully move us and change us.  

I also wonder how we might refigure such an understanding of our collective role in 
this world as part of nature.  

Might we then see our wellbeing as bound up in the wellbeing of the whole of creation?  

Perhaps if this was the case, then we might find a way to recognise that the intrinsic 
value of life and the beauty of our world in all its abundance is enough, by the grace of God, to 
collectively do enough to save it.  

Amen 

 


