Sermon - 13.09.2026 – Proper 19, Pentecost 16 (Season of Creation 2)
Lectionary readings:  Exodus 14:19-31; Psalm 114; Romans 14:1–12; Matthew 18:21–35

14 Welcome those who are weak in faith, but not for the purpose of quarrelling over opinions. 2 Some believe in eating anything, while the weak eat only vegetables. 3 Those who eat must not despise those who abstain, and those who abstain must not pass judgment on those who eat; for God has welcomed them. 4 Who are you to pass judgment on servants of another? It is before their own lord that they stand or fall. And they will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make them stand. 5 Some judge one day to be better than another, while others judge all days to be alike. Let all be fully convinced in their own minds. 6 Those who observe the day, observe it in honour of the Lord. Also, those who eat, eat in honour of the Lord, since they give thanks to God; while those who abstain, abstain in honour of the Lord and give thanks to God. 
7 We do not live to ourselves, and we do not die to ourselves. 8 If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s. 9 For to this end Christ died and lived again, so that he might be Lord of both the dead and the living. 
10 Why do you pass judgment on your brother or sister? Or you, why do you despise your brother or sister? For we will all stand before the judgment seat of God. 11 For it is written, “As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and every tongue shall give praise to God.”  12 So then, each of us will be accountable to God.  [Rom 14:1-12 NRSV]

Last Sunday, Rev Liz Kirby introduced this year’s Season of Creation theme, and I now have the privilege of speaking to you on this 2nd Sunday. The Lections we are using this year are those we would normally use at this time of the year, rather than special texts, so we might have to dig a bit deeper to find the answers to environmental concerns and the Christian response to these.

Our OT reading continues the story of the Exodus of the Children of Israel from enslavement in Egypt, and particularly their safe passage through the divided Red Sea, while the mighty Egyptian army perished trying to prevent them. We don’t have time to explore that story today, but it is worth noting that Exodus 14 is not simply a story about the sea being divided. It is the story of an enslaved people pursued by an empire that cannot imagine its economy without their labour. Pharaoh has permitted Israel to leave, but he has not released his claim over their bodies, labour and future. Similarly, nowadays, land, forests, rivers and oceans are still treated as empty spaces waiting to be occupied, extracted or controlled. Human beings are still reduced to labour, consumers, migrants, statistics or collateral damage. Even Scripture can be captured by empire; a story of liberation can be turned into a story that blesses conquest. A promised land can become an excuse for taking somebody else’s land. God can be placed upon a flag, weapon or development plan. Therein lies a problem.

Romans 14:7-9 (part of today’s Epistle Lection) is a very special passage of scripture to me, although not for the happiest of reasons.  Back in 1979, my father, who was a lay preacher, used these very verses as the text for his preaching, one Sunday in March: 8 If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s.  Later that evening, Dad suffered a fatal heart attack and died a few days later.  He had not knowingly been ill, and it came as a terrible shock to us all – it was all so completely unexpected.  We lived in a different place from my parents by that time and I had not been present at my Dad’s last sermon but people who had been there told me of his words and those verses will always remain very poignant, but also comforting, for me.

And then, as I’m sure many of you will have seen, Friday marked the 25th Anniversary of what we now remember as “9/11” in 2001.  Again, this was a very poignant experience for me, as just a few years before that awful day, Hannah and I had worked together just a block away from the WTC in downtown Manhattan; in fact, every morning we were in the office, we used to come in through the PATH station in the basement in one of those colossal twin towers.  I will never forget visiting what became known as ‘Ground Zero’ on our next trip back to NYC and seeing the devastated ground where those two mighty towers had so proudly stood.  So many lives lost – including people in the community where we lived and who never came home that day.  The victims included many rescue workers who would not otherwise have been in that vicinity on that day.  It was a tremendous shock at the time (indeed you may well still remember where you were when you first heard the news) and despite the years that have passed, I still have fearful thoughts about that appalling tragedy – it was just so close to home for us.

What marked these two very different events, my father’s death in 1979 and 9/11 in 2001, was that they were both so unexpected, unforeseen and unprepared-for; there was virtually nothing that anyone could have done beforehand, but both events have hugely shaped our lives and our values.  So, as we in the SEC are again in this Season of Creation, what is the relevance of our experience in these events I’ve described to the Environment and Creation?
Well, I see a clear parallel in the attitude that many people in this country, including a large number of Christians, have towards Climate Change and what we might do about the problems it brings. Unlike my dad's death in 1979 and 9:11 in 2001, the events we see around us which are presenting severe challenges to our environment are certainly not “unexpected, unforeseen and therefore unprepared-for”. As long ago as 1990 (36 years ago) the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPPC), in its 1st Assessment Report, warned of the increasing likelihood of all of these ‘natural’ disasters; it also stated that the root cause of these so-called ‘natural disasters’ was ‘anthropogenic [GHG] emissions’, i.e. caused by humans; yet many have ridiculed these ideas and claim that it isn't as bad as people like me think it is! So, let's take a look at what's happened in our world, this year, 2026. At a time when our country (and many others) are facing unprecedented levels of the clear impacts of Climate Change – steadily rising ambient and sea temperatures, drought and perilous water shortages (together, ironically, with ever-increasing levels of flooding!), hitherto unimaginable wildfires (even in wet and chilly Scotland!), seriously reduced agricultural yields leading to severe food shortages for humans and animals, and so on… Yet we currently have the astounding contradiction of the hottest UK summer on record while most political parties are rowing back fast on their ‘Net Zero’ commitments thereby ensuring that even hotter summers are on the way on a regular basis!  Even in our own temperate country, unaccustomed to extreme weather, we recorded 40 days of temperatures of 30oC+ for the first time ever in the historical records. Just two weeks ago, the UK Met Office claimed that we (the planet) were now already in line for a 2.8oC average surface temperature rise by 2100, compared with the 1.5oC set by the Paris Agreement in 2015 – just 11 years ago!

The IPPC also stated that the reason for these so-called ‘natural disasters’ was ‘anthropogenic [GHG] emissions’, i.e. caused by humans; every subsequent edition has reported that the situation is becoming increasingly worse and that it is now certain that we (humankind, especially in the developed world) are entirely responsible for this – yet little happens.  Although some Christians were quick to respond to the idea of taking action for Climate Change Mitigation (CCM), most were not, and many are still not.  Even our SEC was slow to take action, and it was not until 2020 (i.e., 30 years later – perhaps too late!) that our General Synod passed a resolution which resulted in the NZAP and even that is still not very practical. Meanwhile, many people, including our Governments, seem to be simply sitting back and waiting for somebody else to take the necessary actions; both the UK and Scottish Governments make grandiose statements, demonising ‘Carbon’ and making commitments to obscure targets such as ‘Net Zero’ by 2050 (2045 in Scotland) and then doing nothing that will provide a means of actually achieving those ill-defined targets.  I’m not being ‘political’ here – in my line of work, I always have to deal with the consequences of poorly-designed policies by all political parties!

So, what can we do?  Obviously, ‘doing nothing’ is not a responsible attitude and I become increasingly convinced that CCM is only possible if we as individuals, not the institutions, take action for ourselves.  This is entirely consistent with what read in Romans 14:1-12.  Paul’s immediate concern in the original letter was about the Christians in Rome disagreeing with each over what we might consider fairly trivial matters such as the type of food they would eat and the type of festivals they would observe; the pressing issue nowadays is CCM, so his words are still very appropriate today: 10 Why do you pass judgment on your brother or sister? Or you, why do you despise your brother or sister? For we will all stand before the judgment seat of God…  And he then concludes this section of his letter with the words: 12 So then, each of us will be accountable to God.  This is a timely reminder to every one of us, it is our own actions for which we have responsibility and will be held accountable – not the actions, or the inactions, of others.

I believe that this is particularly true in the case of our attitude towards CCM.  I am so often asked the question: “but what can I do, I am only one person in a world of 8bn+ people?”  There’s not an easy answer to that question, as we know that ‘large emitters’: China, India, USA, etc., are doing less for CCM than many other countries are.  But we have no control over those governments, or even our own, for that matter!  But we each do have control over what we do for the environment, and it is for that that we will be held accountable – Rom 14:12. As a scientist, an engineer, and an environ-mentalist, I am only too aware of the reality of what has become known as ‘The Climate Crisis’ and how we are all doing far too little, far too late, as we wait for somebody else to take action.  As a Christian, I believe that we each have a specific responsibility to ‘care for God’s Creation’ and act as His stewards on this planet.  My prayer is that each one of us will start, or continue, to take positive action by changing the things over which we have control; it is this for which “12 each of us will be accountable to God.” [Rom 14:12]  May we all find the grace to do what we can to change the world, one person at a time, as we become true stewards of God’s Creation!  Amen.
