
It Was Good

Genesis 1:1-25; Psalm 33:1-9; Romans 1:18-23; John 1:1-14

We begin the season of Creation this Sunday with the day named Planet Earth Sunday.

Planet Earth Sunday is a day to remind us that worship is meant to connect us to the earth in a

specific way. Worms and rabbits digging holes in the dirt so they may find restful shelter show us how

to get closer to God. To bury one’s feet into the sand, to feel the particles’ caress, is an act of delight

in the creation and therefore a vital part of worshipping the Creator. We can focus on the aspects of

God’s nurturing presence and refreshing spirit when we adapt our liturgy to acknowledge the ways

Earth is our teacher, our source, and our guide as we learn what it means to observe the Sabbathday

of rest.

We begin the season with the story of Creation from Genesis. Biblical scholars feel that the

original use of this creation story was likely liturgical, addressing a community of exiles. It came out of

the priestly tradition and was written during the Babylonian exile when Hebrew exiles longed for God

to find order out of their chaos (do we not express the same longing today, seeking order from

“chaos”). In Genesis, the Creator is described as sweeping over the chaos and disorder and setting

everything in its place and role. There would be seasons, days, and years to mark the passing of

time, and God would delight in all that had been created because, as the tex t puts it, “It was good.”

If you aren’t too engrossed in the story of a movie perhaps you have become aware how

camera positioning is used to enhance the story. Cinematography offers three basic camera

positions, known as the longshot, the medium shot and the close-up. And we know too that these

shot-dimensions express varying viewpoints to visually aid in telling the story. The long shot is like the

view from Google earth or Google maps giving an overview of the scene. The medium shot is like

spinning the wheel on the computer’s mouse and zooms in a little closer and places the spectator in
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an intimate relationship to the players on the screen. It makes the viewer feel as if you are in the

same room with the characters, on the same couch beside them, gathered around the same dining

table. And finally with the help of the close-up, zoomed right in, the viewer is plunged into the most

intimate matters on the screen: a flinching eyelash, a trembling hand, finger-tips touching the lace at

a wrist. All these, at the required moment, point to the person through those details in which they

ultimately conceal or reveal themselves.

In much the same way, the literary structure of our text this morning is one that moves from

the cosmic to the mundane. It begins with the creation of light and sky, then moves to Earth, to

vegetation, to seed, to the plunging depths of the ocean – including even the sea monsters. The

image calls forth both a deep reverence for planet Earth and its blue and green swirling beauty, down

to a connection with all of the intricacies of our daily life or, in Google map terminology takes us down

to “street view.”

The Story Teller’s Companion to the Bible reveals a similar movement the it tells the Creation

story this way:

“Before the beginning of the beginning of anything that ever was, there was God and there

was nothing. The emptiness was emptier than anyone could imagine, and the loneliness was lonelier

that anyone could imagine.

So God began to to tell the story that became the universe, saying, “One upon a time there

was light.” And there was light. Then God named the light day and the darkness night, the first two

characters in the story. And at the end of the first day God said, “This is great.”

Then God continued the story, “Once upon a time there was a sky that sat upon the water.

And that took care of the second day.

“And once upon a time there was dry land surrounded by oceans, and the land sprouted all
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kinds of trees and bushes and plants and f lowers, all with seeds to reproduce themselves.” And at

the end of the third day God said, “This is great!”

On the fourth day God continued, “Once there were two lights, a greater one to look over the

day and a lesser one to guard the nights. We’ll call the greater one the sun and the lesser one the

moon.” And so it was. Then God said, “This is really great!”

On the fifth day God said, “Once there were fish and birds and other creatures of the sea and

sky, and they were blessed by giving birth to others of their kind and filled the oceans and the

heavens. And when God saw the colours of the fish sparkling in the water and how the birds graced

the sky, the Creator sighed, “This is truly great.”  (p. 28, 29)

The sixth day was a very busy one as God moved toward the completion of the story (but that

is a story for next week.)

 Did you ever wonder what the world would have been like if the Creation had stopped there?

What would the world be like if humans had not been added to the story?

Back in 1911, two dams were built across the Elwha River in Washington state (USA) in order

to provide hydroelectric power for the state’s burgeoning logging industry. But many people,

especially those from the Lower Elwha Klallam Tribe, were concerned that the dams would restrict

the free passage of the salmon who lived there as well. Their concern proved to be well-founded:

before the dams, 400,000 adult salmon returned yearly to the river to spawn in 70 miles (110 km) of

river habitat. One hundred years later, that number was down to only 4000 fish each year.

After seventy years of activism by the tribe and its allies, the U.S. Congress passed a bill to

provide the funding for the dams’ removal. After twenty more years of political conflict, the Elwha

Ecosystem Restoration Project began in 2011. In order to restore the salmon’s habitat and restore

the river, the dams would have to go.
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Nobody was sure what would happen. Nobody in the United States had ever removed dams

quite this large. Removing a dam means water will flow freely, fish and animals may travel

unrestrained, silt that had long been held back by a wall can flow along the river’s current and settle

along different parts of the riverbed. But this ecosystem had been moulded to human preference for

over one hundred years. Would the river return to how it had been one hundred years ago? What

new thing might be created once the dams were removed?

In 2012 and 2014, the two dams were removed. And the ecosystem flourished beyond

scientists’ wildest expectations. Within a year, all five different kinds of Pacific salmon were seen,

and coho, chum, chinook, sockeye and pink salmon swam side by side. The silt which had been

trapped behind the dam flowed downstream and settled into the river mouth delta, reshaping the

coastline into a home for seabirds, river otters, raccoons, frogs, and crabs. Several years later, the

cleanup work is still not finished; debris from the dams’ destruction continues to be a concern, and

scientists are keeping a close eye on species such as the trumpeter swan, whose habitat was

displaced when the dams were removed. But scientists remain hopeful that salmon populations will

continue to rebound and that this intervention will continue to support these protected species.

If humans hadn’t messed with the creation in the first place, all of this remedial work would not

have to be done! As we think about our role in the stewardship of the planet earth what responsibility

do human beings bear toward the rest of creation? What does it mean to be fruitful and multiply if our

fulfillment of that commandment inhibits another creature from doing the same? These are the

questions that our faith calls us to wrestle with as we consider the fact that God is the source of all

Creation and that creation is not something that happened in the past but continues on a daily  basis

all around us.

In Washington, children grow up learning about the life cycle of the salmon. Salmon begin
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their lives as tiny eggs hidden amidst river rocks. They swim out to sea for several years. But when it

is time to mate and lay their eggs again, they return to the river where they were born, swimming

against the current as they near the end of their life. In the place where they were born, the salmon

die, their bodies becoming food for other animals, for the soil, for the ecosystem which gave them

birth. Even as we remember that we are made in the image of God, may we also remember the

salmon, which gives everything it has to swim upstream in order to get back to the place it started

from. May the journey of the fish of the sea inspire us to seek our own return to the place of creation

which God always calls good. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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