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Isaiah 55: 10-13, Matthew 13: 1-9 

 

Both today’s readings use vivid pictures from the natural world to speak of the richness and 

generosity of God’s love. The first, from the prophesy of Isaiah, speaks of that moment when 

God’s chosen people will return from exile. So great shall be that restoration that not only 

God’s people, but all creation will sing out in praise. The second is Matthew’s telling of the 

great parable of the Sower where we hear of the overflowing, almost reckless generosity of 

God’s love which, when it bears fruit brings forth a harvest of such bounty, 

 

some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty. 

 

When we hear these stories we hear them most easily as metaphors, as images for our 

limited minds to play with as we try to understand the sheer scale and scope of God’s love 

for us. However, if we see these stories simply as metaphors, we miss the deeper resonance 

they have for us not only for understanding who God is for us in Jesus Christ, but also how 

we find our God in and through the gift of land, landscape and creation. Our limited hearing 

of these stories comes, I would suggest, not from what some call a flat reading of scripture, 

rather they come from a modern tendency to read landscape and creation in a flat and 

instrumental way. 

 

Over the last century there has been a revolution in how we use our land and landscape and 

through that how we relate to the gift of creation. This is a long and complex story but one 

which was transformed during and after the Second World War. In the 1930s close to two-

thirds of our food was imported. With the onset of war and the challenging peace that 

followed it, the focus of government policy and national attention became the use of land to 

produce food. Allied to this were developments in machinery and artificial fertilizers and 

pesticides which industrialised a world and landscape with the singular focus on the 

production of food. This revolution, on its own terms, was hugely successful. Food became 

plentiful and cheaper but with the hidden cost to the land and landscape on which it was 

grown. The use of pesticides and efficient farming practices justified the destruction of ancient 

hedgerows and natural biodiversity. The use of artificial fertilisers created from fossil fuels 

led to a reliance for food security on international trade routes which we see the effect of in 

the current conflict in the Persian Gulf.  

 

What then does this world look like? Well take, for example, the growing of the humble 

carrot. This is most likely to be grown in a single huge field of several acres, shorn of 

traditional hedgerows and partner crops. The soil itself will be so sieved of stones – to ensure 

that the carrot is straight – that as the stones are removed so are the natural nutrients. So, 



these nutrients are reintroduced with artificial fertilizers created from fossil fuels. Once our 

humble carrot is fully grown it is harvested with enormous machinery which compound and 

compact this already tired earth. That is if they are harvested at all, because given the relative 

cheapness of food it is only economical to harvest them if there is a guaranteed buyer. And 

if not, they are simply left to rot in the ground. 

 

The unintended consequence of this single focus on the production of food that we have lost 

sight of what previous generations knew – a perspective implicit in both our readings today 

– that the task of humanity is not to use creation for our own ends. The task of humanity is 

to tend and shepherd creation in such a way that we benefit from its natural and sometimes 

almost limitless bounty. 

 

Recognising that our focus on food production alone has led many to see that we need to 

focus less on food production for its own sake and more on the land from which it comes. 

Nowhere have I found this wisdom more clearly than in the words of a farmer, John Dodd, 

whose funeral I was privileged to take.  John farmed a small farm in the North Pennines and 

did so through the use of horse power and traditional methods. To some he was a nostalgic 

throwback, to others we might hear a note or prophesy in his words when he said: 

 

Nothing is more important than the land…No one has the right to misuse the land. And that 

is what I say about the horses. If I thought that land was taking harm through sticking with 

the horses I would change straightaway. But the only way the land could take any harm was 

by not getting the jobs done in season. As long as we can get the jobs done in season with the 

horses, well, there’s no way the land can suffer. 

 

This intent of getting the work done in season and in sympathy with the land lies at the heart 

of a new movement known as Regenerative Agriculture. Its themes are to refind and recast 

many of these old forgotten ways, chief amongst them a respect first for creation as a gift to 

be cared for more than a resource to be used. This is a wisdom native to Cumbria and to 

this Cathedral. One of the most clarion voices for this change is the Cumbrian farmer and 

writer James Rebanks who has written: 

 

One of the best ways to create a better rural landscape is to …[work].. with what is left of 

..[the]… old culture of stewardship, and tapping into their love and pride in their land.  

 

This old stewardship is a wisdom hidden in plain sight in this Cathedral. Through our unique 

set of carvings of the Labours of the Months which top the pillar which surround us as we 

worship is a reminder that at the heart of the worshipping life of this Cathedral has always 

been a recognition of getting that work done in season and in sympathy with the land. 

 

 



Through the work of Regenerative Agriculture, we are discovering that if hedgerows are 

recultivated and crops mixed with pollenating flowers then the biodiversity that encourages 

negates the need to us pesticides. That if crops are rotated the land not only replenishes the 

nutrients they need without the need for artificial fertilisers, but that that land acts as a carbon 

sink for the climate changing gases we release into the atmosphere. That if animals are grazed 

together in rotating patterns the land finds new growth and the animals become more able 

to graze all year round reducing the need for artificial feeds and rearing in sheds. It is a 

movement which, as one author has put it, can change the world. 

 

As we return to our readings for today the perspective of Regenerative Agriculture 

encourages us to have a richer reading and understanding of the created order, where the 

land and landscape is not a simple picture or metaphor, or even the passive instrumental 

means of our understanding and fulfilment. Rather land and landscape becomes a means 

through which the bounty of God’s love is revealed and communicated to us. That in Isaiah’s 

vision the restoration of God’s people is for-echoed by the restoration of the land through 

the reviving and renewing rains of God’s love. And it is into that landscape, nurtured by God’s 

love, that the good seed can fall and grow and flourish. 

 

Beyond today’s readings and through the coming year we will be exploring in greater depths 

the wisdom of Regenerative Agriculture through the project Land, Landscape and Faith. In this 

project we at the Cathedral, working with colleagues from the University of Cumbria, will be 

exploring the regenerative practices of a working farm to see what we discover there. The 

project, which has been funded by the scheme “Scientists in Congregations”, will encourage 

us to explore our faith in the cultivation of creation in season and in sympathy with the land. 

We will be joined in this work with clergy from across the diocese as well as children from 

farming backgrounds from our local schools. We will then be sharing the fruits of this work 

here at the cathedral in worship and workshops through the coming academic year. 

 

In this work we will seek to understand more deeply the gift of creation and our responsibility 

for it. We will bring to these natural stories of regeneration the Christian stories of 

restoration and regeneration we have heard in our readings today to create a richer and 

deeper reading of both. And we will learn from those refinding some of these old ways a 

wisdom we might seek in the church as it seeks to rejuvenate and restore ourselves within 

this land and these landscapes we are called to serve. 

 

Benjamin Carter 

 

 

https://carlislecathedral.org.uk/land-landscape-and-faith/

