Green Sermon 2026: Ecclesiastes 9, Psalm 145, John 12.20-26

The annual ‘Green’ sermon, at the midsummer festival evensong at St Andrews, is traditionally
about creation or the environment. The Book of Ecclesiastes may seem a surprising choice of
Old Testament reading for the occasion, since the author is famously pessimistic about almost
every aspect of life. This is the book that begins, ‘Vanity, vanity, all is vanity’, and returns to the
theme relentlessly throughout its twelve chapters. In chapter nine the speaker, who is called ‘The
Teacher’, tells us, among other things, that ‘there is evil in everything done under the sun’, ‘the
living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing’, and ‘one sinner destroys much good’.

One of the remarkable things about Ecclesiastes, however, is how many of those who
have read it have taken from it not melancholy or despair but inspiration and hope. For example:
in the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew revisits the Teacher’s lament that good people and bad
share the same destiny, to say, in Jesus’s words, ‘You have heard it said, “’You shall love your
neighbor and hate your enemy.” But I say to you: Love your enemies and pray for those who
persecute you, that you may be children of your Father in heaven, for he makes his sun rise on
the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous’ (5.43-5). The world is
a complicated place and not all good, but God loves it all, so we must find a way to live together
as God’s creation. In many languages and cultures, people have taken Ecclesiastes’ despondent
contrast between the living and the dead and turned it into a proverb that inspires and
encourages: ‘Where there’s life there’s hope’. And in the early twentieth century, when women
were demonstrating for the right to earn university degrees, the Cambridge women’s colleges
Newnham and Girton made a marching banner with a quotation from Ecclesiastes: ‘Better is
Wisdom than Weapons of War.” They got their degrees, and they still have the banner.

Everywhere we look the seeming pessimism of Ecclesiastes has another side to it, which
recognizes God’s involvement in every aspect of creation. Yes, life is short and imperfect and
every living thing dies, but God is God, and where we love and obey God there is also joy,
fulfilment, and new life.

That theme is celebrated unreservedly in tonight’s psalm: ‘The Lord is gracious, and full
of compassion ... the Lord is good to all: and his tender mercies are over all his works....” And
then the New Testament reading, from John’s gospel, offers an even more powerful reason to
celebrate the fulfilment that is in every moment of mortal life with God. Jesus describes how the
Word of God — the Word that created the world and was made flesh in himself — has come into
the world to be part of creation, and how, in Jesus’s death, the Word will bury itself even more
deeply into our existence, like a grain of wheat is buried in a field. In that act the Word will
invite the world, like the earth of the field, to collaborate with God in growing more Words of
life and hope and seeds of good, which will be scattered throughout the world and buried in their
turn to grow more and more abundant life.

In John’s gospel, the God of Ecclesiastes and the Psalms, who is everywhere involved
with the world, becomes the God who sows Godself deep into the world, in all its tangled
mixture of good and bad, to work with creation — with us — to grow new and more abundant life
and love and hope.

But on that vision I find myself pausing.

Throughout the Bible, images of the natural world inspire humanity’s sense of ourselves
and the meaning of our lives; our understanding of how to live well and of our relationship with
God. Nature inspires us because it is both the inescapable context of human existence and the



paradigmatic self-expression of God: God’s power, creativity, generosity, care, and, sometimes,
anger and punishment. But the natural world is all those things, for biblical writers, because they
lived relatively lightly in it. They were part of it and dependent on it. They knew they had little
or no control over it it: they didn’t have the technology.

But we do: at least, to a much greater degree. And because of that, Ecclesiastes, the
Psalms and John’s gospel all have something new and fearful to say to us now.

How can we dream of living the abundant life offered by God when we are mangling the
world that God gives us to live in? How can we say we love God when we treat the world that
God created and loves as if we own it and can do what we like with it? What can we hope for as
we poison the air and the water, exhaust the soil and drive our fellow creatures to extinction?
What hope do we deserve to have, for what kind of life, when we are so abusing God’s living
gift to us?

The strand of teaching that runs throughout the Bible, which affirms that everything we
are, do, and hope for is rooted in the creativity of God, the creation we are part of, and the way
that creation is constantly renewed by God, demands, at this point in time, how we think we can
possibly be in the relationship we are in with the rest of creation and in a good relationship with
God. And if we are not in a good relationship with God, what do we think we can possibly hope
for?

These are huge questions, both theological and practical. And, as we all know, if we are
to respond to them at all adequately, we will need a sea-change in our attitudes and actions. This
evening, I want to offer just one reflection, as just one starting point.

The story of God’s response to human mistreatment of creation that haunts me at the
moment is Noah’s Flood. Maybe the response to our bad stewardship of the world will be that
we, or most of us, will be wiped out and God will start afresh.

But I am also conscious that the Flood story is unique in the Bible, and that after it God
promises, ‘I will never again curse the ground because of humans’ (Gen 8.21). The pattern in
divine-human relations that recurs throughout the Bible is very different. It is a story of repeated
divine generosity; human wrongdoing; divine grief and anger and sometimes punishment; human
repentance; divine forgiveness; human restoration. What is more, restoration is never to the
status quo ante, the situation as it was before, but always to a new and better way for humanity
to live under God’s law.

Even in Ecclesiastes, the Teacher can envisage a time when we come to recognize that
‘the fate of human beings is like that of the animals... as one dies, so dies the other.” All our
lives are intertwined, and we have to learn to live in light of that revelation and that discipline. In
the gospels of Matthew and Luke, Jesus describes the new relationship with God which he
preaches as living more like the flowers of the field and the birds of the air — less trying to
engineer our environment to suit ourselves and more relying on what God gives us to live on. In
all four canonical gospels he describes that relationship as loving God more than whatever life
we are capable of designing for ourselves, because it is those who love God and live in God who
receive the full abundance of life.

The relationship with God that Jesus preaches is summed up above all in the Lord’s
Prayer: ‘your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as in heaven. Give us the bread we
need today ... and forgive us as we forgive one another ... and do not let us fall into temptation.’

I am convinced that, in the scriptures, there are abundant seeds of a new way forward for
our relationship with God and the rest of creation in the present time. But as Christians we need
to take them seriously, to think hard about what living under God’s rule looks like now and act



intentionally. The complexity of thinking afresh, we know, is nothing to the complexity of
enacting change. But surely those who believe that the world was spoken into life and meaning
by the Word of God, and that humanity was made out of the earth in God’s own image — those
who sing with the psalmist that the Lord is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and swift
to bless — surely they — we — are called by the nature of our being to repent of the damage we
have done, ask forgiveness, and look for better ways to live and work, in partnership with God
and our neighbours, human and non-human, for the flourishing of all creation and the growing of
love and hope and more and more abundant life.

Amen
(Sandford-on-Thames)



