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In her book Lab Girl, geobiologist Hope Jahren describes the evolution of plants on planet Earth: 

 

 For several billion years, the whole of the Earth's land surface was completely 

barren. Even after life had richly populated the oceans, there is no clear evidence for any 

life on land. While herds of trilobites wallowed on the ocean floor, preyed upon by […] a 

segmented marine insect the size of a Labrador retriever—there was nothing on land.  

Sponges, mollusks, snails, corals, and exotic crinoids maneuvered through nearshore and 

deep-water environments—still nothing. The first jawed and jawless fishes appeared and 

radiated into the bony forms we know today—still nothing. 

 Sixty million more years passed before there was life on land that constituted any 

more than a few single cells stuck together within the cracks of a rock. Once the first 

plant did somehow make its way onto land, however, it took only a few million years for 

all of the continents to turn green, first with wetlands and then with forests.  

 Three billion years of evolution have produced only one life form that can reverse 

that process and make our planet significantly less green.1   

 

In a year with a raging worldwide pandemic, unrest across the country, unrelenting political 

divisiveness, and the results of climate change hitting home for us on the west coast, it’s hard not 

to think about Jahren’s words and shake our heads in shame. We human creatures have strayed 

so far from the amazing forces that shaped life on our planet, and we have forgotten the delicate 

dance that kept us in step with nature’s rhythms. 

 

It’s hard, too, for folks who read the Bible to look at the last few months—the last week, even—

and not think about biblical predictions of dire consequences. On Wednesday, that day of heavy 

yellow air and orange sky, I had a text conversation with a friend and clergy colleague of mine. 

She said, “I have been thinking about the prophet Joel all day.” I knew the passage she was 

referring to: 

 

“I will show portents in the heavens and on the earth, blood and fire and columns of smoke. The 

sun shall be turned into darkness, and moon to blood, before the great and terrible day of the 

Lord comes.”2 

 

In times like these, it’s easy to fall into the temptation of reading the Bible as predictive or 

prescriptive. It’s easy to pull towards one of two poles: either we pooh-pooh biblical prophecy 

and scripture as having nothing to say to and about our times, or we claim it has everything to 

 
 1 Hope Jahren, Lab Girl (New York: Vintage, 2016),177 

 2 Joel 2:30-31, NRSV. 
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say about our times, to the exclusion of any other source of wisdom. Of course, I always think 

there’s a third way to read the Bible. 

 

For me, the third way is to ask, “What wisdom does this ancient text have to say to us in our time 

and place? How can this text help me discern how God is moving in my life today? How can this 

text help me restore right relationship between God, myself, each other, and in creation? 

 

And I think it’s important to keep that third way in mind when we read today’s text from 

Leviticus. We mainline Christians don’t read from Leviticus much. It very rarely appears in the 

three-year cycle of the revised common lectionary, most likely because it is the rule book of 

ancient Israel. It describes and institutes the practices and procedures of the ancient Jewish faith. 

In Leviticus we find all the rules about cleanliness and uncleanliness and purification, the 

ordination of priests and practices for worship, the holy seasons and how they shall be observed, 

and chapters—many chapters—on the practice of sacrifice.  

 

In Chapter 25, Leviticus also reiterates the law of the Sabbath, the holy practice of rest from 

work for one day each week, and then extends that holy practice of rest to the land itself: “When 

you enter the land that I am giving you, the land shall observe a sabbath for the Lord. Six years 

you shall sow your field, and six years you shall prune your vineyard, and gather in their yield; 

but in the seventh year there shall be a sabbath of complete rest for the land, a sabbath for the 

Lord.”3 

 

What does this text have to say to us in this time and place? On this particular Sunday, as we 

move through the Season of Creation? After all, we modern humans live very far away from the 

subsistence agriculture of these ancient spiritual ancestors. We suburban dwellers live pretty far 

away from where our food is grown. 

 

On a practical level, this text reminds us of the ancient practice of allowing land to rest so that 

the soil is not depleted and can continue to be fertile. Our ancient ancestors knew that land 

cannot be endlessly productive. Up until the 19th century it was a common practice to allow 

fields to lie fallow every few years so they could be restored to productivity. Once scientists 

discovered that crop rotation could produce the same results, farmers made sure to sow varied 

crops each year to restore the land’s nutrients. 

 

I almost went down a rabbit hole about how the time-honored practices of crop rotation have 

been replaced by industrialized monoculture and chemical pesticides and fertilizers. I nearly 

wrote a polemical tract on the destruction that modern farming has caused to soil and climate. 

These are certainly important issues. But when I ask how this text is speaking across time to me 

today, and what I think God might be asking of me in this text, I keep being brought back to the 

idea of Sabbath rest—rest for us, and rest for the land. 

 

Rest for us, and rest for the land. I believe that these two things are intimately connected. They 

both come from the deep wisdom that nothing can be endlessly productive. The land cannot 

endlessly produce, and neither can humans. 

 

 
 3 Leviticus 25:2a-4a, NRSV. 
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In preparing for my sermon this week, I was inspired by the work of the writer Wendell Berry 

and some lessons I gleaned from his work about Sabbath rest and our connection with the land. 

Some of you may be familiar with him, but for those who are not, Berry is a novelist, essayist, 

teacher, and poet. He is also an environmental activist, farmer, man of faith, and deep lover of 

the land. Berry was born in 1934 in Kentucky, to a family that had farmed for many generations. 

He went off to college at the University of Kentucky and earned both bachelor’s and master’s 

degrees in English. By 1962 he was on his way to an academic career, living in Greenwich 

Village, with a teaching position at New York University. 

 

But in 1965, Berry turned his back on his academic life in New York, put everything he and his 

young family owned into a VW Beetle, and went home to Kentucky. He bought a small farm in 

the tiny town of Port Royal, along the Kentucky River, and has lived and farmed and raised 

sheep, and written about it all ever since. His writing, which is prolific, is deeply informed by his 

intimate connection with the land and the rhythms of work and rest that he and his family 

practice on the farm, and the rhythms of the natural world that Berry observes in the woods 

around his land.  

 

In one of his essays, called “Healing,” Berry notes: 

 

From the order of nature we return to the order–and the disorder–of humanity. […] 

 

And having returned from the woods, we remember with regret its restfulness. For all 

creatures there are in place, hence at rest. 

 

In their most strenuous striving, they are at rest. 

 

Sleeping and waking, dead and living, they are at rest. 

 

In the circle of the human we are weary with striving, and are without rest.4 

 

This struck me with an insight I had never considered: that in the natural world, that which is not 

plowed over and worked to be productive by humans, there is an order and rhythm that includes 

restfulness. When we go to the woods and observe its rhythms, we become at rest ourselves, and 

find peace, and—hopefully—we carry that peace back with us to our human circle.  

 

The Japanese actually have a word for the effect that being in nature has on the human psyche. 

It’s called shinrin-yoku, which is translated into English as “forest bathing.” Doctors in Japan 

have done studies on the benefits of forest bathing, and have even begun to prescribe it for its 

restorative effects on health. In our relentless human striving, and in our subjugation of the land 

to our will, we have forgotten our intimate connection to the natural world, and have to be 

reminded of it in order to return to health and wellbeing. 

 

For me, this is the message of today’s Leviticus text. I am reminded that our health and 

wellbeing are intimately wound up with the health and wellbeing of the land. I am reminded that, 

in the natural rhythms of our planet, there is a peace and rest that is wholly accessible to us.  

 
 4 Wendell Berry, What Are People For?: Essays (Berkeley: Counterpoint, 1990), 11. 
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I am reminded that we all have a deep need to reconnect with those rhythms in order to find the 

rest that God is calling us to. 

 

Wendell Berry has a practice of walking in nature on Sundays. In inclement weather, he goes to 

church, but in fine weather, he walks in the woods and allows the natural world to restore his 

spirit. It is his own practice of “forest bathing.” One of my favorite poems is inspired by this 

practice, and I leave you with this, in Berry’s own voice: 

 

“The Peace of Wild Things” 

 

When despair for the world grows in me 

and I wake in the night at the least sound 

in fear of what my life and my children’s lives may be, 

I go and lie down where the wood drake 

rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds. 

I come into the peace of wild things 

who do not tax their lives with forethought 

of grief. I come into the presence of still water. 

And I feel above me the day-blind stars 

waiting with their light. For a time 

I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.5 

 

Amen. 

 
 5 Wendell Berry, The Selected Poems of Wendell Berry (Berkeley: Counterpoint, 1998), 30. 


