Following in the Footsteps of Francis:

Facing the Global Climate Crisis with Francis as our Guide

Pam Wood, St. Andrew Church    October 8th, 2006 

Introduction

Good morning Church!  Happy Feast of St. Francis!  As most of you know, we will gather as a congregation later this afternoon and evening to watch together “An Inconvenient Truth”, a movie addressing the problem of global climate change.  St. Andrew will join with over 4000 other Christian congregations nationwide to watch and reflect on this movie together, and ask ourselves how we, as communities of faith, can respond to possibly the most urgent problem of our times.  
It is not easy to face crises of this large a scale—and we as Christians know we cannot do it alone.  Our ecological crises are unprecedented, and we must look at the underlying religious and spiritual issues together.  How can we tap into the richness and wisdom of our spiritual traditions?  One way is to draw inspiration from our saints and prophets.

Look!  Today we are surrounded by them, those saints who have gone before us.  There’s St. Francis, our patron saint of ecology, who we will honor in a special way today.  These saints have a lot to teach us.  They provide us models for how to face and overcome obstacles that make it hard to restore right relationship in our world.  They teach us how to find faith and courage, and how to do the important work of building a world of justice and peace for all of creation. 

Believe it or not, figuring out what to say today about such a complex and large-scale subject as global climate change in such a short amount of time was quite a daunting task!  So, just to warn you, I plan to leave the science to Al Gore…you can come watch with us tonight if you want to know more about that.  As many of you know, my style is experiential—so I will be asking you to do things a bit differently today…to use your imagination, your hearts and your minds to tap into some of our spiritual resources that have the power to show us the way through all of this.  First I will lead you through a guided meditation inspired by St. Francis of Assisi, in his beautiful Canticle of the Creatures, and also inspired by another teacher of mine, Joanna Macy.  
Being Breathed/Inviting the Future Ones

Now, if you will, find a comfortable position and close your eyes.  Bring your attention to your breath and allow your body to relax.  Simply notice your breath, with no need to change it in any way. (Pause)  Bring to your awareness the fact that your breath happens by itself, without any act of will.  No decision to inhale or exhale is necessary to do this simple and life-sustaining act of breathing.  It is almost as if you are being breathed, breathed by life. Spend a few moments now, feeling yourself being breathed in this way—the Spirit moving through you in every moment.  (Pause)  

Now bring into your awareness the people sitting next to you today.  They, too, are being breathed right now…each person in this church is being breathed by the spirit of life, in this simple sustaining act that connects us all.  (Pause)  Brother Air moves through us, in a grace-filled act of replenishing each of our cells with oxygen, every moment of our life, whether we are aware of it or not. And in this moment, as our Sister, Mother Earth turns toward the sun, we join with people and creatures all across our hemisphere who are waking up to the warmth and sustenance of our Brother Sun.  All of them, too, are being breathed by life in this moment. Invite them into your circle of awareness.  (Pause) And still others on the other side of our planet are saying goodnight to the day and greeting Sister Moon as she rises in her full glory in the night sky.  Spend a few moments now, being breathed and, with Francis, ground yourself in the fact of your belonging in this magnificent kinship of creation.  (Pause) 
Now I invite you to call to mind a child who is very special to you.  It may be your own child or grandchild, a niece or nephew, or another child whom you are close to.  Call to mind a child who has touched your life in some meaningful way.  (Pause)  Pause for a moment and picture in your mind’s eye that child’s face, in as much detail as you can. (Pause)  Now, just hold in your mind the face of this child—we will call him or her your “chosen child” for today—and listen for a moment to your heart speak to you of the importance and the preciousness of this child for you.  Words are not important—just listen to that deep knowing of your heart.  (Pause)  

Now I am going to ask you to do something a bit more difficult.  Imagine now that it is October 8th, 2036.  If you can, please watch as your chosen child’s face turns into another child’s face …the face of his or her own child…a face of thirty years from now.  This child probably has a similar face, he or she carries many of the same genes, the same gestures and facial expressions, of the child you know and love.  Picture the face of this future one who is the descendant of your chosen child.  Imagine, too, that this future one can see through time, and look into your eyes, that he or she is taking it all in, gazing back at you and enjoying the honor of this silent, wordless, timeless exchange with you, his or her ancestor.  Notice your own response to this gaze. (Long pause)  Now, when you are ready, open your eyes.

Future ones, we can just barely begin to picture you in our midst.  We don’t know your names or who you are, but we invite you in to our church today to share with us your wisdom.  Please join us here in this circle (gesture to circle of children’s chairs in the middle).  We welcome you. 
Listen differently…

Church, nothing that I have to say to you today is likely to be new.  No words or facts that I can offer today have the power to bring about the radical changes that are needed to avert global threats such as climate change.  Most of us are informed…information is not what we need.  Like Francis, we need hearts ignited in love!  So, today, what I ask you to do is to tune in in a different way…a qualitative way…to listen a little differently.  I would like to ask you not only to listen with your head, but also with your heart.  I will offer you some of my thoughts about how we can begin to care for creation in a way that will really matter to these, the children of our future.  Could you also listen through the ears, heart, and mind of the child of the future generation whom you have invited to our circle?  What do they have to say about these issues?  For why else are we really here today?  Why spend time talking about how to care for our world—this precious blue-green jewel of a planet that is our home—if not for them?  Why find a way to build a new creation that is sustainable and life-giving and just for all the world’s creatures—if not for them?  (Are you with me?  Who would be willing to do this with me today?)    
Francis’ love for creation

St. Francis of Assisi is well-known for his deep love for the natural world.  Even non-Christians know of his tendency to preach to the birds and to revel in the beauty of creation.  He knew that all of creation was his family, and in a dramatic conversion story, he stood in the town square and shed his fine clothes, denouncing his riches and the privilege of the merchant class.  He walked the Earth thereafter barefoot or wearing simple sandals, satisfied with one simple tunic and a rope for a belt.  In emptying himself of his wealth, possessions, and his status, his heart could be filled with God.  He embraced humility and simplicity and found there joy and abundance of life.  
How can Francis help us today?

How can Francis help us today as Christians in our modern world?  Indeed we live in a society which would have us believe that we are separate and isolated from each other and the earth…and this worldview is a key reason that our planet home has been dismantled and reduced to a commodity, her worth defined by her usefulness and profitability to the dominant world faith—consumerism.   Joining with Francis to nurture our inherent interconnection with all of life as a spiritual practice is a great place to start.  We are not separate from or more important than other life, we are part of and interdependent with all of creation.  The children are depending on us to re-discover this.  
Creation crucified
But what can Francis teach us about how to handle the plight of our earth today?  When I first asked myself this question, I was at a loss.  I wanted more than Francis communing with the birds—not that deep relationship he had with creatures was not crucial.  But, I wanted literal examples of what Francis did to save the water or the dying species---I wanted it to be clear cut (no pun intended!), maybe like watching Mother Theresa showing us how to live among the poor with compassion.  But of course, when Francis walked our earth 800 years ago, he did not encounter ecological crises of any sort….because these are a relatively new phenomenon—borne of the last 150 years since the industrial revolution.  
So, what would Francis do if he encountered his beloved creation today?  He would encounter for the first time his Sister-Mother Earth bruised and broken, groaning under the weight of our voracious American consumption levels.  He would see his Brother Wind and Sister Water polluted and desecrated, the creatures he loved endangered and some gone forever.  He would encounter the poor people of this world, too, suffering the most from ecological destruction  Indeed, he would encounter Creation crucified—at our hands.  

This is truly a heartbreaking and terrifying reality, one that is almost impossible to bear.  Never before now has one species, one child of the universe, inflicted this much damage on its very own life support system and so many of its brother/sister creatures.  The ecological devastation of our time is unprecedented and the scale of the problems often feels insurmountable.  Living in today’s world, we are surrounded by bad news on all sides and a quite natural human response is to look away and avoid the sobering truth. In fact, this “numbing of our response” may be the biggest threat of all—for we are at a moment in history where we cannot afford to look away.  
How can it be that in today’s world, when we have all the information necessary to tell us what’s really happening, and the know-how we need to change, we feel so immobilized and disempowered to act?  (Let’s check in with the future ones….I wonder what they are thinking right now, what advice would they have?) 
Story of the leper

Let’s read from the famous story of Francis’ encounter with the leper (p. 12):  And then one day on the road below Assisi, he did one of those surprising things that only the power of Jesus’ Spirit could explain.  He reached out and touched such a one, the very sight of whom nauseated him.  He felt his knees playing tricks on him, and he was afraid he would not make it to the leper standing humbly before him.  The odor of rotting flesh attacked all his senses as if he were smelling with his eyes and ears as well.  Tears began to slide down his cheeks because he though he wouldn’t be able to do it; and as he began to lose his composure, he had to literally leap at the man before him.  Trembling, he threw his arms around the leper’s neck and kissed his cheek.  

Then, like the feeling he remembered when he first began to walk, he was happy and confident; he stood erect and calm and loved this man in his arms…He dropped his arms and smiled, and the man’s eyes twinkled back their recognition that Francis had received more than he had given.  In the silence of their gazing, neither man dropped his eyes, and Francis marveled that a leper’s eyes were hypnotically beautiful.  


Later on, he reflected back on this encounter: …that kiss, that reaching out of the lips, directed his heart for the first time toward someone worth loving other than himself.  He began that day to breathe out more than to breathe in, to turn outwards rather than inwards, to do rather than think about doing.  He had finally found the courage to leap across that deep chasm that separated him from the other, from loving what he feared would demand more of him than he could give… 

So what, for us, are we avoiding, fearing it will demand more of us than we could ever give?  What would it take for us to really look at the ugliness that is global climate change and the harsh truth of our part in it?  What will it take for us to learn how to gaze upon our damaged, disfigured and disregarded Earth with seeing eyes?  Most of all, what will it take to confront our own leprosies—those which would cause us to turn away from creation dying in our midst and not act?  If any member of our own family were in danger, would we not act swiftly to protect him or her, simply out of love?  What are our leprosies?  Maybe our addiction to busyness or convenience or comfort.  Perhaps even more likely our fear of the despair, the pain, the hopelessness, that comes when we really let it in.  

This is where Francis can be our guide.  We can no longer afford to approach environmentalism as altruism—us here, saving the environment “out there”—separate and isolated from us.  We can no longer afford to do it because it is just a good thing to do.  We will be moved to protect only that which we love.  Like Francis in his encounter with the leper, we must cultivate a heart that is grounded in love for the family of creation.  Only with a heart full of such a Creator’s love will we be able to really listen to the cry of creation. And we, like Francis, will learn that when we dare to hold within our hearts the pain of our world long enough for it to transform us, we will discover too the courage and hope that is needed to act on behalf of creation, and the joy and hope that comes with it.  We have no time to waste.  Some scientists predict that we have ten years to reduce our carbon dioxide emissions by 60-70%.  For the sake of our children, and all future generations, we must learn how to do this. 

This great moment in time/Great turning
This time that we have been born into—this awful and awesome time—is a time of great crisis and great opportunity.  Some say that we are experiencing a time of convergence—convergence of imperative (we must act now) and of possibility (we have the means now to do so).  In the history of our species, we have never before been confronted with a set of learning opportunities as exciting or as fateful as the choices that now confront us.  At this very moment in time when science has developed the complexity to detect large scale systemic threats to our atmosphere, we are also rediscovering through the New Physics and living systems theory that we are intricately connected to a web of life which is dynamic, evolving, and expanding. Everything is connected. The whole is greater than the sum of its parts.  And, this worldview is beginning to permeate our minds and hearts; and new and creative cultural institutions are being created.  People are rediscovering the power of community, the wisdom of eating locally, the joy of living simply.  We are living in the time of the sustainability revolution.  But you won’t find this sustainability revolution covered much in our mainstream media!  What will it take for us to, with Francis, shed our tunics--all the excesses in our lives that would hold us back—and join in?  

Early on in his conversion, Francis was contemplating a crucifix which hung in a little church at San Damiano.  He fell on his knees and began to pray intently.  “Lord Jesus, what do you want me to do?”  Francis lifted his head from the stone floor and looked searchingly into the eyes of the crucifix that seemed now to have depth, like real eyes.  Suddenly, the whole face of the Christ seemed to move, and Francis was afraid.  Then as from some far-away place and yet coming surely from the crucifix, a voice clear and resonant pierced Francis’ soul.  “Francis, go now and repair my oikos, my house, which, as you see is falling into ruin.”  Francis was jubilant…He would start rebuilding the church immediately, stone by stone, right there at San Damiano.  It never occurred to Francis at first that Christ was asking for anything other than the actual repairing of churches.  Yet, after contemplating the situation further, Francis saw that God was calling him to transform the larger Church of his time, which required him to give up any notion that he could go it alone.  This path of conversion required that he call his brother friars into service with him to engage in a larger reform of the Church.  In order to do so, they had to engage their communities and the powers-that-be, and confront the painful injustices of his time. 

 Today we gaze upon a crucified earth, and if we were to contemplate it, as Francis did the cross, might we not hear the same words within an even larger context?  “Francis, people, go rebuild my oikos—my house of creation; which, as you see is falling into ruin.”   Rooted in a deep love for God’s creation and a knowledge of our interconnection with all created life, we can follow in the footsteps of Francis and begin—stone by stone, action by action—to rebuild, protect and restore our God-given home, God’s house, the house of creation.  
Role of community

Have we heard this call?  How do we, as a faith community, set out on the task of re-building the house of creation?  The sustainability revolution will be a large scale movement no less transforming of society than the industrial or the agricultural revolution.  Bill McKibben imagines a church movement as large-scale as the civil rights movement.  He pictures church-people in jail, arrested for protesting outside Environmental Protection Agency offices and coal-fired power plants.  He imagines churches demanding deep and dramatic changes from parishioners:  walk to church or come on a bus, or in a carpool at the very least.  He imagines congregations engaging politicians to call for cutting carbon emissions by half… 
Many churches have heard the call and are approaching the matter in bold and creative ways.  The Church of England has launched a denomination-wide “Shrinking Our Footprint” endeavor, challenging the entire church to accomplish “The 40% Church”.  Each separate congregation starts by completing an energy audit, and then making a plan to begin down a 5-step path of change.  This 5-step path includes things you would expect….increasing energy efficiency, switching to green power.  But, as you progress down the “path of change”, they challenge their members to eventually generating their own power and offset any remaining carbon emissions!  On their website, they make the following comment: “A wind turbine in a churchyard or PV cell installation on a church roof can make an iconic statement and be a visible symbol of the Church’s commitment to adapting to climate change.”  This bold plan is based on a vision which recognizes that large scale changes—to the tune of 60% reduction in carbon output—will be needed eventually to reduce our carbon footprint in a way that can realistically avert climate change.   

In Portland, EMO’s Interfaith Network for Earth Concerns offers congregations a similar challenge:  to consider signing the Energy Stewardship Covenant.  Each church assesses their current ecological footprint and then makes a plan to decrease their impact or their carbon emissions over time.  They provide assistance in performing energy audits, funding energy-reducing building upgrades, and purchasing renewable power.  As part of receiving the opportunity to show “An Inconvenient Truth” tonight, our church has agreed to consider signing on.
What creative, community-wide solutions will we as the St. Andrew community create to do our part in bringing about the sustainability revolution?  This is what I hope that our community can provide to each other as we fumble down this uncharted path:  challenge, support, forgiveness and compassion.  

First, can we allow our community to challenge us in making radical changes in our lifestyle—even more radical than those we have already made?  Could we embrace conversations like this:  How are your carbon emissions these days? Wanna join us in walking to church today?  Can you drive the church carpool next week?  How many car-free days can we have as a household, or as a neighborhood, or as a congregation, this month? Hey, have you tried the 100-mile diet?  Boy, does it force you to think about eating locally.  Let’s have a 100-mile diet potluck!!  

Second, can we at St. Andrew learn to support each other to embrace as a spiritual practice the nuts and bolts of reducing our ecological impact?  Can we prayerfully “change a lightbulb, change the world?”  Can we share creative ideas, lend a hand, inspire each other to drive less, eat more locally, live more simply?  In my household, we have decided to gather this Fall to look at our carbon dioxide emissions and making a plan to reduce them.  Care to join us?


And thirdly, perhaps most important, can we as a community offer forgiveness and understanding to each other, acknowledging that this is an important but imperfect path?  Can we avoid the “simpler-than-thou” attitude that can sometimes come with tackling these issues?  Action which flows from a converted heart moves out of love, not guilt.  There are so many ways to begin rebuilding that house of creation, stone by stone, action by action, but what matters is that we begin now, and that we  find in our efforts the true joy and compassion of building earth community.  To borrow a quote from Alan Durning,  we at St. Andrew Church are one of the most socially active parishes, in perhaps the greenest city, in the greenest corner of the richest civilization the world has ever known—if we cannot create a model of a sustainable spiritual community, then who can?  Again, the children are waiting…  
Closing prayer/meditation
So, will you please join hands now with your neighbors? These hands—your hands, and the hands that you hold, they have work to do!!  Think of the many ways, seen and unseen, they are already instruments of peace in the lives of those they touch.  This circle of hands has already begun to do the work of bringing about a healthy, life-sustaining world for all.  But none of these hands can do it alone!  We need community, we need support, we need people to remind us that they, too, see the problems and the injustices in our world, and are choosing not to look away. 

Our community of inspiration includes these precious children in our midst, the future ones who are counting on us.  Their eyes, their faces, their laughter calls to us now across time, they are depending on us to preserve a world of beauty for them.  Joining us, too, in a circle behind and around us are our circle of saints and prophets.  These faithful women and men who have done this work throughout the ages, and faced incredible hardships as they worked to build a better world, we call them in as our Cloud of Witnesses.   We need never do this work alone…they are with us always, supporting us, holding us up...   Hear their whispers of support and encouragement now, feel their wisdom guiding us.  (Pause) 

The human mind, when unconscious and on auto-pilot, has proven to be one of the most destructive forces on this planet.  But the conscious, intentional choices of the human heart and mind have the power to build a new world.  The work of these human hands we each hold, geared toward service and fueled by love and compassion, can build a new, life-sustaining society which will ensure a world for our grandchildren’s children.  Through these hands, through this work, through these circles of support we are all connected.  We are held and sustained by a Spirit of Love that conquers all.
