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In today’s reading from Psalm 139, the psalmist sings of God’s inescapable presence: 

from inside a person to the extent of the universe, the Ruler of the heavens and earth is there, is 

aware, is holding all things in strength and mercy.  

Text: Psalm 139 

7  Where can I go from your spirit?  

Or where can I flee from your presence?  
8  If I ascend to heaven, you are there;  

if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there.  
9  If I take the wings of the morning  

and settle at the farthest limits of the sea,  
10  even there your hand shall lead me,  

and your right hand shall hold me fast.  
11  If I say, “Surely the darkness shall cover me,  

and the light around me become night,”  
12  even the darkness is not dark to you;  

the night is as bright as the day,  

for darkness is as light to you.  
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God is everywhere, says the Psalmist. Where can I go from your spirit? Where can I flee 

from your presence?  

It’s a peculiar way of phrasing the thought: “Where can I flee from your presence?” You 

can run, but you can’t hide from the One who made the heavens and the earth and all growing 

things within them.  

Why should we wish to flee from God’s presence?  

Perhaps because we have made such a hash of things, in this earthly realm that God 

placed within our stewardship, which God gave to us so that we would care for it and revere it 

and ensure its survival.  

Why would we flee from God’s presence? Words of Thomas Jefferson come to mind: “I 

tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just; that God’s justice cannot sleep forever.”  

Why flee from God’s presence? Perhaps because we consider ways that we have 

exploited this planet, maximizing its vulnerabilities and minimizing its sustaining rhythms, and 

some days we catch a glimpse of the price of our folly.  
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The land cries out in pain. Just a week ago we were remembering the brute power of 

Hurricane Harvey, which devastated Texas. Today maybe you, like I, woke up and immediately 

looked for news of Hurricane Irma’s cataclysmic path now reaching Florida: land and lives torn 

apart. Our hearts go out to the survivors. For those of us who are able, our funds will go out to 

the survivors as well, through church agencies with long experience in channeling relief efforts. 

We watch in horrified fascination as the land, the most solid physical thing most of us know, is 

inundated in Florida, is shaken like a child’s toy in Mexico.  

This week the land cries out in pain in yet another way. The cruel action taken to remove 

protections from those immigrants brought to this land as youngsters, by the government’s 

removal of the protections known as DACA, is a blow to the heart and soul of our society. With 

one, heartless pronouncement, over 800,000 persons and their families can only say, “this land is 

your land” — but can no longer even dream of singing, “this land is my land.”  

The land cries out in pain. In Washington, Oregon, Montana, Idaho, wildfires rage, many 

uncontained, with far too little equipment or personnel or funds to protect homes or earth from 

scorching. Massive blazes were started with a youngster’s stupid prank, sending a firework into 

dry brush — but the arid conditions were exacerbated by uses of the land that ignored the needs 

of the earth, in face of the greeds of humanity.  

The land cries in pain: this free gift of God, expression of the Creator’s essential, 

abundant, life-giving generosity, has been commodified. Perhaps this is our gateway sin, leading 

to a universe of wrongdoing and broken relationships: commodification of a gift of God. 

Attaching a price to that which is priceless. Reducing the value of creation or a creature to that 

which we can measure and trade. Claiming ownership of that which belongs to God alone.  

There are exceptions, to be sure. Wangari Maathai founded the Green Belt Movement in 

1977, with a mission to plant trees across Kenya to fight erosion and to create firewood for fuel 

and jobs for women.  

Right here, neighbors have dedicated themselves to caring for green space — recognizing 

that the land needs a voice, needs advocates, to declare that it has value far greater than being a 

platform on which to build — including the late Rev. John Wightman of Sheffield, whose life we 

remembered and commended to God yesterday afternoon.  

You probably have heard of the work of Dan Barber, the chef who happens to be from 

Great Barrington and who is on a mission to restore a healthy and respectful balance between the 

way we eat and cook and the intricate liveliness of the land. At one forum when Barber spoke 

about his book, The Third Plate, we were struck by how deeply he was reflecting on spirituality. 

Mind you, he didn’t use words like spirituality or faith or God or Christ. But he did speak about 

the damage that we have done to the land by forcing it to produce crops unnaturally, applying 

massive doses of poison, or overcrowding animals. The result is something with scant nutritive 

value and bland taste, leaving behind a wasteland.  

The chef’s response could have been right out of the mouth of the Psalmist. On his farm, 

he begins growing things by looking into the soil, gaining understanding of its extraordinary 

microbial complexity. He demands to know where his seed comes from, and that it is not 

tampered with by genetic engineering. He is questing for knowledge the way the Psalmist sings 
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of knowledge: for understanding, for responsibility, for appreciation of the amazing nurturing 

abilities of the earth. In a word, he seeks intimacy.  
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It is not a new idea. But it is still a fresh idea. And it’s certainly deeply in harmony with 

the vision of the psalmist.  

In our relationship with the land, which humanity has most often abused and over-

exploited, the vision of the Bible, which is both ancient and fresh, is for a restoration of intimacy. 

Not taking for granted the life of the land, but learning it, observing it, feeding it, caring for it, as 

though the land is God’s tender infant, deserving of love and nurture.  

Just imagine: one of the most faithful things you and I could do, whether we are 

homeowners or apartment renters, would be to make compost, and return it to the earth. Who 

knows how far that act of sustenance and caring might reach into our lives, and into the life of 

the earth?  

In answer to our despair at the violence of the world around us, one good way forward is 

a restoration of intimacy. Intimacy begins with attention and respect, with empathy for the pain 

and the joy of the other.  

Do you feel despair? The Bible hints that your way forward is to listen deeply, especially 

to one whom you have not heard before.  

In answer to the ungodly brokenness of our society, the Bible’s vision of God’s affirming 

presence without regards to borders is our inspiration and our calling. Regardless of political 

costs, our faith insists that the land is God’s alone, and everyone on it is our family, an 

indispensable part of our community.  

For expiation of our sin, our disconnection from the great moral and nourishing power of 

God, the way forward is a restoration of intimacy.  

Intimacy begins to sprout when we perceive that God knows us more truly than we know 

ourselves.  

Intimacy grows when we begin to trust that God desires nothing more than our own 

wholeness, harmony, and joy.  

Intimacy flourishes when we finally see that dedicating ourselves to the well-being of 

other creatures and to the integrity of creation leads to our own well-being.  

There is no darkness so great that God’s light will not enter in. Even darkness of our own 

making.  

The psalm makes clear the good news: there is no where you and I can go that God will 

not seek us.  

4   

And just in case this is the first sermon you have ever heard and just in case this is the last 

sermon you will ever hear:  
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… let me say it plainly: the love of God, like you, has been woven in the depths of the 

earth. The love of God searches for you, to hold you close. And God’s own heart rejoices 

whenever you look deeply into the land, awestruck at the tender presence of our almighty 

Creator.  


