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Earth Springs Forth Again 

 

March 23, 2014 

Rev. Dr. Jim Sherblom 

First Parish in Brookline 

 

Hello sun in my face!  It’s been a long cold winter and I am so glad to see you!  I am told in the 

mid-20
th

 century Rev. Bihldorf found sunlight streaming through our Peace window during his 

sermons too distracting; it seems folks paid more attention to the streaming light then to his 

sermon.  So he had a thin coat of paint applied to that window to make this room darker and 

more focused on his sermons.  Oh, what I wouldn’t give to have the light streaming in here!  

Like Mary Oliver, I believe, morning light spreading over flowers and fields, over the miserable 

and the crotchety, often surpasses any sermon I preach.  We are children of the universe, born to 

be in nature, and the returning light and warmth this time of year makes my heart sing!  You may 

have heard, Loretta and I traveled clear to Bali Indonesia to follow the sun and celebrate our 35
th

 

wedding anniversary.  Watch, how I start the day in happiness and kindness.  I have spring fever, 

I yearn to be hiking in mountains and forest with my son Robert, enjoying the warmth of the 

changing season. 

 

The Spring Equinox, also called Ostara is one of eight cardinal points in the earth based wheel of 

the year, a time to recognize the return of abundant life in nature.  It is a time of fecundity, where 

the Saxon Lunar Goddess named Eostre (from whom we derive the name of the hormone 

estrogen), and whose fertility symbols are, of course, colored eggs and bunny rabbits; so she 

becomes impregnated with new life, gives birth next December and again becomes the Great 

Mother.  You may recognize that American Easter borrows many of these symbols which we 

have blended together into Christian Easter.  In ancient Anglo-Saxon mythology Eostre is a 

personification of the perennially dying and resurrecting sun.  We sing: “Lo, the earth awakes 

again, Alleluia, from the winter’s bond and pain, Alleluia.”  Words first intended for celebrating 

the coming of Spring.    

  

Today our sun has moved halfway along its annual elliptical orbit from its lowest path across the 

sky to its highest.  Our mother earth is warming in its light.  Animals and humans are coming out 

of hibernation.  Plants are sprouting.  Yesterday every being on earth experienced the same 

number of hours of light and darkness.  For a few days the world is in balance again.  Did you 

see yesterday’s sunrise, at a reasonable hour, red across the sky!  No matter our real differences 

of geography, ethnicity, culture, governance, and religion.  No matter our real differences in 

technology, clothing, diet, or lifestyle.  Nature reminds us we are all emergent life on this planet 

earth.  Like most living beings we are dependent on the sun for light and warmth.  We return to 

our senses this time of year and we cherish our interconnection with the earth.  Let us be blest. 

 

Listen to John O’Donohue’s poem for Earth Day: “Let us bless the imagination of the Earth.  

That knew early the patience to harness the mind of time, waited for the seas to warm, ready to 

welcome the emergence of things dreaming of voyaging among the stillness of land.  And how 
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light knew to nurse the growth until the face of the earth brightened beneath a vision of color.  

When the ages of ice came and sealed the Earth inside an endless coma of cold, the heart of the 

earth held hope, storing fragments of memory, ready for the return of the sun.  Let us thank the 

earth that offers ground for home and holds our feet firm to walk in space open to infinite 

galaxies.  Let us salute the silence and certainty of mountains: their sublime stillness, their 

dream-filled hearts.  The wonder of a garden trusting the first warmth of spring, until its black 

infinity of cells becomes charged with dream; then the silent, slow nurture of the seed’s self, 

coaxing it to trust the act of death.  The humility of the Earth that transfigures all that has fallen 

of outlived growth.  The kindness of the earth, opening to receive our worn forms into the final 

stillness.  Let us ask forgiveness of the earth, for all our sins against her: for our violence and 

poisonings of her beauty.  Let us remember within us the ancient clay, holding the memory of 

seasons, the passion of the wind, the fluency of the water, the warmth of fire, the quiver-touch of 

the sun, and shadowed sureness of the moon.  That we may awaken, to live to the full, the dream 

of the earth, who chose us to emerge, and incarnate its hidden night, in mind, spirit and light.”  

So may we always respond to our mother Earth, who loves us. 

 

Humanity is part of the earth; some would say God’s crowning achievement; others might say 

life becoming conscious of itself; and yet others increasingly view us as a tumor growing out of 

control and thereby destroying our mother earth.  I personally tend towards the middle view but I 

see that we have fallen far short of our potential as conscious beings in our dealings with the 

earth.  To paraphrase O’Donohue’s poem: we lack the humility of the earth, and its kindness; we 

fail to ask forgiveness of our sins against the earth, nor adequately remember from whence we 

have come, so we may awaken to the dream of the earth who chose us to emerge in mind, spirit 

and light.  In the words of our opening hymn: “There’s a blight upon the mountain, there’s a 

sickness in the evening sky, and we ask the age-old question: can we purge us of this sin?”  Or in 

the words of our hymn of preparation: “greed has made us mar [earth’s] face, pollute the air, 

make foul the sea: the folly of the human race is bringing unfold misery.”  It is time for 

humanity, in all humility, to ask forgiveness for our sins against the earth. 

 

Yet to truly show our remorse and reconciliation we need to change our behavior: lessen our 

carbon footprint, recognize the total cost of drilling and burning carbon based fossil fuels; for all 

humanity, ourselves included, are indicted by our behavior.  Arrogant advocates for saving our 

planet from climate change, who willingly demonize their apparent opponents at the big energy 

companies, are as lacking in humility as the arrogant executives in those big energy companies 

who cannot tolerate changes that interfere with their profits.  To save the planet this time, and not 

to be the tumor growing out of control on the body of the earth that some see us as, humanity 

must come to see its role in preservation of our earth home.  We are kin of the earth but not 

masters of it.  We share a sacred heritage. 

 

People born after 1980 are the first truly global generation of human beings on this planet; you 

have the option of planetary consciousness.  Rise to this calling.  I don’t believe unregulated free 

market capitalism will survive such consciousness.  I don’t’ believe any “one true faiths” will 

survive such consciousness.  I don’t believe the concept of humanity’s stewardship over the earth 
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will survive such consciousness.  I don’t believe moral certainty about life’s path will survive 

such consciousness.  It appears a Great Disruption is rapidly coming upon us.  Given humanity’s 

record to date, this may be a good thing.  None of us know yet what new paths and possibilities 

will unfold from such consciousness.  But we can learn from the earth and approach these 

turbulent times with kindness, with the earth as our mother, and all sentient beings living upon 

the earth as our siblings.  May we awaken in time to our role on this earth. 

 

David Christopher, in his new book The Holy Universe, contends the “Earth is alive; everything 

within the Universe is alive.  We are but one species of many in the grand kinship of the web of 

life.  And though we are subject to the ways and lessons of the web of life, we are still an 

intimate part of its family, and through the web of life we are connected to the whole of the 

infinite.”  As Unitarian Universalists we affirm our respect for the interdependent web of all 

existence of which we are apart; but Christopher says too often limited human consciousness 

prevents us from thriving within the web of life.  He writes, the “Modern mind sees the web of 

life as a heartless enemy to struggle against.  Yet look at life.  Look at leopards in the wild: they 

are not starving, constantly on the edge of death.  Look at the crows as they cavort and roost: 

they are not emaciated, with nothing to eat.  Look at the deer in the fields: they do not quake in 

constant anxiety, fearing the hunt, struggling to find food.  Look even at insects that crawl: they 

do not hang on to a threadbare existence, struggling from one scrawny meal to the next.  

Certainly, all must be alert and aware.  Certainly there is hunger, even starvation, at times; there 

is great pain, suffering, and death.  But also pleasure, contentedness, and birth; life is in all these.  

And the leopards, the crows, the deer, the insects, even creatures too small to see do not merely 

survive – they thrive.  For the web of life throws us not into a war of all against all, but calls all 

into a creative dance with all…  So, too, [our] ancestors, deep within the web of life, did not 

merely survive; they thrived, thrived beyond imagining.  For how else could humanity slowly 

entwine itself within the web of life in nearly every place on earth?  The web of life is not a force 

challenging us to battle, but a sacred and powerful partner calling us to join in the dance.”  I ask 

you this morning, will you join the dance?       

 

On our 35
th

 wedding anniversary trip I was reading, Elizabeth Kolbert’s The Sixth Extinction 

which argues all life on earth is an emergent property of the planet earth, with ever growing 

complexity and diversity over time, interrupted by dramatic extinction events recorded in the 

fossil record.  From 600 million years ago to 450 million years ago life exploded in our oceans 

and finally the first land plants emerged shortly before an extinction event wiped out 1/4 of all 

life on earth.  Over the next 75 million years giant plants dominated on land while animals 

dominated the fossil record at sea, until an extinction event again wiped out nearly 1/4 of all life 

on earth.  However in the resurgence of life that followed over the next 125 million years large 

families of animal species became dominant in the fossil record until another extinction event 

wiped out over 1/2 of all species on the planet.  The 50 million years that followed were the first 

age of dinosaurs which ended with an extinction event about 200 million years ago.  The next 

150 million years saw our planet’s genetic diversity rise to levels never seen before on earth, 

nearly twice the level following the first extinction event, and now including birds, mammals, 

and flowering plants as substantial parts of the fossil record.  About 65 million years ago the fifth 
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great extinction occurred, and following it we find the first nonhuman primates in the fossil 

record.  Ever greater diversity interrupted by great extinctions that wipe out 25% to 50% of life 

on planet earth. 

 

Kolbert argues that human beings are causing the sixth great extinction.  Over the last 40,000 

years we have transformed half the land surface of the planet, wiping out uncountable habitats as 

we did so.  We have dammed or diverted all the earth’s major rivers.  We have harvested or 

killed 1/3 of all life in earth’s oceans.  And we monopolize over 1/2 of all fresh water on the 

planet.  Our seven billion people, our farming techniques, our nitrogen fertilizers, our 

dependence on carbon fuels, and our globalization of invasive species, have all led to extinction 

of life on this planet.  The Encyclopedia of Biological invasions estimates that every year more 

non-indigenous species of mammals, birds, amphibians, turtles, lizards, and snakes are brought 

into the U.S. than the country has native species of these groups.  Humans may be the ultimate 

invasive species.  Forty thousand years is an instant in geological time yet represents a thousand 

human life times.  We have been too short sighted in our collective perspective to recognize our 

role in destroying diversity on this planet.  And with the explosive growth in human population 

and use of carbon fuels in the last 60 years we have exponentially exploded our impact on earth. 

 

Yet it is not too late.  Planetary species diversity is higher today than any other time in the last 

600 million years.  If we can address our population issues, our farming and harvesting 

techniques, our fossil fuel usage, and our waste and water issues, which are big if’s, we can 

become responsible siblings with the other species native to earth.  Can we do it before we cause 

the sixth great extinction?  Only time will tell.  However, I think there is no more noble cause to 

which we can devote our time and treasure than trying to end humanity’s destructive behavior 

towards the earth.  We are part of life on this earth.  The earth is our mother, she deserves our 

efforts, and it is a fitting focus as the earth springs forth again this year.  With this Great 

Disruption we may find our proper perspective as children of the earth.  I love you all dearly.  

Amen and Blessed be. 


