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One of the suggestions given to ministers is that they take the month of September to focus on what 

is called “Creation Time”.  Creation time is seen as time set aside to consider our relationship to the 

physical world which God has made and given into our care.  It isn't something we have taken a 

whole month to look at before, and we're not going to do so this year either, but today's reading from 

the prophet Jeremiah ties in with the idea in a very specific and negative way. 

  

The creation narrative in Genesis puts the origins of the world in a certain order: first there is chaos 

and nothingness, then light, then land, then the various forms of life, ending with humanity.  And at 

each stage God looks at it, and sees that it is good. 

  

But today Jeremiah has given us an opposite vision.  He looks, and he sees not order, but chaos, the 

earth is waste and void and there are no lights in the skies.  He looks and the mountains and hills, 

symbols of stability and perpetuity, are shaking and quivering.  He looks and there is no one at all 

and no birds in the air, life has ceased.  He looks and what had been a fruitful land is a desert, and 

what had been proud cities teaming with ordered life have become deserted wastes.  And why has all 

of what we would call an ecological disaster come n the land?  It is God's judgement on the sin of his 

people. 

  

Judgement is not something we like to think of, especially the judgement of God.  But it is very 

much present in Scripture, not only in the Old Testament, but also in the New.  Jesus talks about it 

on several occasions.  The New Testament epistles talk about how Jesus came to free us from the 

fear of God's judgement.  But without the idea that there is a consequence to our actions, nothing in 

the world would make sense at all. 

  

We all know about actions having consequences, of course.  We learn it quite naturally as we grow.  

We learn that if we touch things that are too hot it will hurt or maybe burn our fingers – some of us 

learn that the hard way: I will never forget the dreadful day when baby Andrew pulled himself 

upright by using the heating pipes in Heriot church!  We learn that the way we act towards other 

people will also have consequences: that if our parents say don't and we do, they will in some way 

show their displeasure.  Gradually we learn that not everyone reacts to the same things in the same 

way: there are times and people when it is a good idea to crack a joke and have a laugh,and others, 

when it is most inappropriate.  School is a great place to learn that lesson.   

  

Actions have consequences, and the way we act towards God and fall in with what he has shown us 

of what he expects of us, or not, has consequences as well.  It has to, or God would be no God at all.  



And in the midst of a turbulent period of history, seeing or foreseeing the ravages wrought on a land 

through conquest in war, Jeremiah sees the hand of God coming down heavily on the people.  Then 

he looks at the people and with insight denied to the majority he sees that they have become stupid.  

They have no understanding about how they should live, but have become clever at doing evil, have 

forgotten how to do what is right – or maybe what the right is that they should be doing.  And so 

desolation has come and is coming.   

 

But, says God “I shall not make a full end.”  That's the word of hope. 

 

When we talk about the judgement of God we need to be careful.  Jeremiah was talking to a people 

in a specific situation, and it is not the situation in which we now live.  They were living with the 

constant threat of invasion and being taken over by a larger power – the Babylonians, and Jeremiah's 

message to them was that they needed to trust God and live by his laws if they expected him to help 

them and prevent what all regarded as being a disaster.  A specific situation but not one specific 

wicked action is mentioned.  Its general sinfulness which is coming under God's judgement.  That is 

the action of which this devastation is the consequence. 

  

And that is the nature of the ecological problem which now faces us.  It is not one action which has 

shown us how very fragile is the balance of health in our planet, but a series of actions.  Ever since 

we began to take more from the earth than it could naturally renew – in terms of oil, coal, fish, 

timber or CO2 – the consequence of our action has been to destabilize the earth.  At first we did not 

realise that this would be the consequence of our actions, but now we have no excuse for not 

knowing it, and only by wilfully shutting our eyes can we deny it.  For those of us who understand 

that whatever else the creation story tells us, it tells us that God has given the earth into our care, 

ecological disaster is the judgement of God.  It is the consequence of our actions and lack of action.  

God has set up this world in such a way that if we do not live in his ways of nurture and care, then 

we will reap the harvest of no harvest.   

  

Like the people to whom Jeremiah spoke, in terms of our care for the earth we are wise in doing 

wrong but are stupid children, not learning to look ahead.  We have become very clever in using the 

earth, but not in tending it and helping it renew itself.  And the alternative to the way that we have 

learned to live, the way that we have learned to think of as normal, is hard work, which we would 

definitely rather not embrace.  So we have seen a new Australian Prime Minister elected by a 

landslide, on a platform which includes abolishing taxes on CO2 emissions.  And we cannot carp at 

the Australians, since we ourselves cannot reach our own CO2 targets.  So people ridicule ecological 

movements, because what they ask for is repentance – a radical turning away from a way of life we 

have become accustomed to.   

  

Ecological repentance, learning again to care for the earth that God has given us is not an easy 

matter – repentance never is. It is not simply a matter of turning back the clock.  That has never been 

possible, although the Luddites tried.  (You know about the Luddites?  People who tried to smash up 

factories in the 19th century, because they saw them taking work from those who were weavers in 

their own homes.)  Repentance does not mean turning back the clock, it means turning back the heart.   

 

And, says God “I shall not make a full end.”  That's the word of hope. 

 

St. Paul talks about repentance when he writes to Timothy.  He speaks of his former life, and then 

lets Timothy see that with God's help, with God's love overflowing for him, there has been a change.  

He turned his heart towards God, allowing himself to see what God was doing in the world through 

Jesus, and the thoughts and actions which consequently flowed from him were vastly different from 

those which had formerly characterised him.   



  

If you think about the life of Paul, to an onlooker he would always have seemed to be a Godly man.  

He was a very good Pharisee and prepared to put himself out to pursue what he thought was right – 

even the persecution of Christians.  But he knew what was his motivation before and what changed.  

He knew that repentance, turning his life around, was a radical change inside him.  And so he knew, 

he was certain that there is no one that God cannot work a change in, nothing that is too deeply 

wrong to be put right. 

  

Recently we were shocked to see the pictures of the wildfire in the Yosemite National Park in 

America.  So much devastation was wrought in an area of great beauty.  But this summer I was in 

southern Spain, in the area which a year ago suffered similar wildfires, and already the once-burned 

hills were covered in vegetation and wild flowers.  The return of trees will take longer but the 

desolate land was already desolate no longer, was being renewed.  That is what happens in nature.  

We may cause imbalance or disaster, but if we then leave the earth alone, cease abusing it, it will be 

restored.  God has built in a system of renewal. 

  

I read recently an article about life and hope returning to the city of Mogadishu, which for so many 

years was at the centre of  Somalia's long wars.  Gradually people are feeling safe there again, are 

feeling able to build and plan and make a life.  God has built a system of renewal into human 

communities, which, given peace and time, will surface despite the most tremendous set-backs. 

  

There are consequences of our actions, and when our wrong actions bring about bad consequences, 

that is the judgement of God, that is the way that God has set up the world.  But there is also hope.  

God said to Jeremiah that he would not make a full end.  He always left room for the people to turn 

to him again and change their ways, with the promise that if they did so, he could reverse his 

judgement, he could turn back the consequences of what had gone before. We read about that last 

week.  As we think of how we live in this world, how we care for it, how we interact with our 

physical environment, this is still true for us.  As we think about how we live in this world and how 

we interact with our neighbours and friends and family, renewal and change is always offered to us 

if we turn to live God's way. 

  

God has built a system of renewal into us as individuals as well.  As Paul says “Christ Jesus came 

into the world to save sinners” and when we recognise that this is us, then we can turn to him in 

repentance, in a turning around and change of heart and direction and priority which is profound, and 

the love of God will overflow for us as it did for St. Paul. 

  

We don't like to think about judgement.  We don't like the idea that God will judge our actions.  But 

the other side of judgement is grace, is God's love and renewal.  You can't appreciate or even 

understand the one without the other.  So, rejoicing in the goodness of God, in the renewal he offers 

us upon our turning our lives towards him, the love which he holds out to us and pours into our lives 

till they are overflowing, let us also thank God for the judgement which can bring us to our senses 

and turn us back to our heavenly Father.  Amen. 

 

--- oo --- 


