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 One of the most striking things I noticed while walking in the woods of southern 
New Hampshire and southern coastal Maine last month was how different they are from 
the woods here in the Bay Area.  This is hardly the first time I’ve notices such differences.  
Driving US-2 over the Cascades in Washington, the forest changes quite abruptly as you 
cross Stevens Pass.  On the western side of the pass, they are filled with firs – Douglas firs, 
hemlocks, and cedars – dotted with vine maples, alders, and the occasional birch, with a 
healthy, thick understory.  On the eastern side, the forests are almost only pines with some 
birches, and the understory is much thinner.  The difference is caused by different climates.  
The western slope of the Cascades gets plenty of rain and snow, and is pretty effective at 
limiting how much precipitation gets to the eastern slope.   

 What I noticed about the New Hampshire and Maine woods compared to ours was a 
greater diversity of trees:  pines (especially white pines), beeches, sugar maples, oaks, 
paper birch, firs.  Thanks to that diversity and autumn frosts, those New England forests 
become a splendid cacophony of color each fall.  And, of course the differences between the 
forests and climates of New England and here mean different animals are living in those 
habitats.  The big animal surprise for me was seeing a wild mink skitter across the rocks 
along the lake, much too quickly for me to raise my camera and get a photo. 

 If you have an iron trap memory, you might remember that last spring the 
Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 
released a report1 that said that one million of the earth’s species are in danger of becoming 
extinct in the next half century, some within the next two decades.  That means that before 
Ceci2 retires, one out of every eight animal and plant species could cease to exist. 

 Yes, extinctions are normal.  What’s abnormal is that this is an extinction rate 
thousands of times faster than normal. 

 When I read about this report last spring, I assumed the culprit was climate change.  
As climates change, habitats change.  (For instance, climate change is threatening the maple 
syrup supply.3)  And as habitats change, species die off. 

 While climate change does contribute to the anticipated mass extinction, the greater 
cause is the direct destruction of habitats by humans.  “As wetlands are drained, forests are 
cleared, water is polluted, and oceans are overfished, animal and plant habitats shrink.”4  
And as plant and animal habitats shrink, species die off, become extinct. 

                                                      
1 See, for instance, https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-01448-4 
2 Our liturgist today, Ceci, is a Middle Schooler. 
3 See https://www.nhpr.org/post/climate-change-could-mean-less-maple-syrup-your-pancakes#stream/0 
4 The Editors, “Biodiverse praise,” The Christian Century, 5 June 2019, p. 7. 

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=434983257
http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=434983312
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-01448-4
https://www.nhpr.org/post/climate-change-could-mean-less-maple-syrup-your-pancakes#stream/0
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 And this can cause a feedback loop.  For example, when white Americans killed off 
vast portions of the wolf population, it impacted habitats.  And when wolves were 
reintroduced to Yellowstone National Park, not only did other animals change their 
behavior, rivers changed their behavior, the habitat changed its behavior.  I don’t 
remember if I’ve shown this video before in worship, but even if I have, it is so profound, it 
is worth watching again.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ysa5OBhXz-Q&t=0s 

 As stewards of God’s creation, we should care about the loss of biodiversity.  Our 
scripture lessons call us to it.  There are a lot of things happening in our scripture lessons.  
One of those things is a celebration of the wonders, beauty, and diversity of creation – and 
how it matters to God.  And if the wonders, beauty, and diversity of creation matters to God, 
maybe they should matter to us.  Our scripture lessons echo Genesis 1, which proclaims 
that God calls creation “very good.”  According to Psalm 104, the proper response to the 
diversity of creation is praise:  “O Lord, how manifold are your works!  In wisdom you have 
made them all” (Psalm 104:24).  And Psalm 148 “imagines the creatures themselves 
praising God, each in their own way, through their mode of existence:  ‘Sea monsters … wild 
animals and all cattle, creeping things and flying birds! … Let them praise the Lord.’”5 

 There are other reasons to care about biodiversity.  For starters, there is self-
interest.  “The loss of entire species of insects, amphibians, fish, birds, and wildlife and the 
habitats they depend on will inevitably make human life more precarious.  For example, a 
less biodiverse world with fewer species of crops will mean crops are less resilient.  It will 
be harder to feed the human population.”6 

 And then there’s what biodiversity can teach us. 

 I didn’t just tromp through the New England woods on my vacation.  I also spent 
time with my dad and stepmom and saw some old friends.  That meant I did a fair amount 
of driving – more than I typically do.  While I was driving, I listened to the book Drawdown, 
a book about how we could move from adding carbon to the atmosphere to actually 
drawing down CO2 from the atmosphere. 

 Toward the end of Drawdown, there’s an essay about forests.  Written by Janine 
Benyus, the essay describes how forestry has changed.  When Benyus was getting her 
forestry degree, she was “taught that thinning would help the oaks and walnuts, freeing 
them to get more water, light, and nutrients.”7  Benyus writes:  “The precept that trees 
needed to be released from the struggle of competition was the fruit of a debate between 
Frederic Clements and his contemporary Henry Gleason.  What they both endeavored to 
describe, in very different ways, was what constitutes a community of vegetation, what 
determines how plants grow together and why. 

 “When Clements studied bayous, chaparrals, hardwood forests, and prairies, he saw 
distinct communities of plants reacting not just to soils and climate but also to each other.  

                                                      
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Janine Benyus, “Reciprocity,” from Paul Hawken,. Drawdown (p. 212). Penguin Publishing Group. Kindle 
Edition. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ysa5OBhXz-Q&t=0s


 3 

He proposed that plants were cooperators as well as competitors, facilitating each other in 
beneficial ways.… 

 “Gleason had a different take.  What Clements called communities was simply 
happenstance, random individuals dispersed by chance and arranged according to how 
they adapted to water, light, and soil.  There was no mutual aid; plants were merely 
competing for a spot in the struggle.  The notion that there might be a connected, 
interdependent community to be studied as a whole was an illusion; examining the parts 
would do.”8 

 Benyus goes on to describe the academic arguments between the two points of 
view, tying the acceptance of Gleason’s focus on individual plants and competition to the 
Truman doctrine, the cold war, and an anti-communist ethos in the country and academia.  
Though Gleason’s theories and approaches held sway for some 50 years, the scientific 
method ultimately triumphed.  To use Benyus’ words, “Though culture holds its finger on 
the scale, it cannot stop the restless search for measurable truth.  Un-American or not, the 
math has to work.  When fifty years of wall-to-wall research into competition proved 
inconclusive, researchers went back to the field to find out what else was at play.”9 

 What the new research found was what Clements had argued decades earlier.  
Ecosystems are communities with one species helping another.  “For example, how and 
why do Amazonian rainforests create clouds even in the dry season?  It turns out that ten 
percent of the Amazon’s annual rainfall is absorbed by the shallow roots of certain 
scattered shrubs, then pushed downward through taproots deep into the soil bank.  When 
the rainless months come, the taproots lift up the water and pump it out into the shallow 
roots, distributing it to the whole of the forest.”10 

 Banyus includes several more examples of how bio-diverse forest communities 
provide for each other and make the whole stronger.  I think that maybe we could learn 
something about ourselves by listening to the lessons of forest biodiversity.  We’ve been 
taught by our economic theories to think that in the face of scarcity, in a state of 
competition, we should not grow closer together, or if we do grow closer together, we 
should do so tribally – let “us” band together and keep “them” out there.  Meanwhile, the 
science of forest biodiversity is telling us that “mutualisms – complex exchanges of 
goodness – are playing out above and below ground in extraordinary ways.”11 

 Imagine how human society could benefit from emulating biodiversity with some 
cultural diversity.  And imagine what would happen if, in the shadow of the ecological 
challenges we’re facing, we drew closer together in our diversity and allowed mutualisms – 
complex exchanges of goodness – to play out in our communities.  Imagine what would 
happen if we grew to see ourselves as both beneficiaries and contributors to the 
betterment of all lives.  And I’m not just talking about human lives.  Imagine what would 
happen if we grew to see ourselves as beneficiaries of our habitat and participants in 
making our habitat work for all of creation. 

                                                      
8 Ibid, 212-213. 
9 Ibid, 213. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid, 214. 
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 Just imagine. 

Amen. 


