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Isaiah 55: |2-end; John I: |-14

In the Feast of Creation in Christ, we are marking the first new feast to be
added to the calendar of the Church of England for at least thirty years. It
has been instituted so that we might:

give thanks for God's creation and redemption of the world, to reflect on
humanity's responsibility to care for the natural world and to pray for its
renewal.

As a festival formed within the life of the Church — both in the Church of
England and ecumenically across the world — this feast responds to two
realities. The first is that of the God we know in Jesus Christ, that one who
— as we heard in our great gospel reading:

was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through him, and
without him not one thing came into being.

Alongside this eternal reality we need to also acknowledge that this festival
is born from the second reality, that of our changing environment and world.
At the end of a summer of wildfires and following the glacier collapse and
floods in Nepal we are reminded again and again of our changing world. This
feast comes with it a call for humility and repentance for the role humanity
has played in creating the current ecological crisis. This is the reality which
calls for humanity to, in the words of our diocesan strategy, “tread gently”
in creation. For others a more drastic response is needed.



In recent years one of these more drastic responses has come under banner
of “rewilding”. This is a broad and often inexact term, but at its heart is a
belief that there needs to be a radical and deep reorientation of the
relationship of humanity to the natural world. As the writer George Monbiot
has put it:

Rewilding...is about resisting the urge to control nature and allowing it to find
its own way,

Rewilding has, at its heart, a belief that the natural world needs space to
recover under its own power, away from the harmful practices and control
of humanity. As Monbiot goes on to argue:

The ecosystems that result [from rewilding] are best described not as
wilderness, but as self-willed: governed not by human management but by
their [nature’s] own processes.

That is not to say that humanity is separated from nature. Rather humanity
should, like certain species (Monbiot lists wolves, lynx, wolverines, beavers,
bears, moose, bison, and elephants), be safely reintroduced, after a period of
grace, into rewilded landscapes.

This is of course a provocative vision and, to be fair to George Monbiot, one
which, in his writing, is leavened by a recognition of the needs for mass food
production and a response to human need. It is though a vision which would
set aside significant parts of the natural world from the prying hands and
activities of humanity for the benefit and healing of the natural world. Perhaps
most controversially for us he advocates the setting aside of vast swathes of
upland farming land. Land which dominates the Cumbrian landscape we live
in. Land which is only farmed Monbiot argues “as a result of the taxpayer’s
generosity”.



It is fair to say that this vision is not and uncontroversial one. For the
advocates of rewilding the options are presented often sharply between the
harmful practices of intensive farming and the last best hope for nature to
fight back by itself. Against this harsh dichotomy the wisdom of this feast day
offers a different vision.

My deep concern with the principles of rewilding is not its motivation — that
we need a greater rebalancing of the world’s ecosystems and structures. My
concern is in its implicit belief that so great is the harm that humanity has
created that the solution can only come in the removal of humanity from
that reality and allow nature to find a way. This might be a vision for an
abstracted account of nature, but it can never be a vision for a Christian
understanding of creation.

The harm that rewilding seeks to heal has come, | would argue, because too
often and too easily humanity has seen nature in an instrumental manner.
Something which humanity does-too whilst remaining separate from and
standing over the natural world it seeks to control. For instance, another
writer — who is sceptical of the reality of our ecological crisis — has quoted
with enthusiasm the belief that “We are as gods and might as well get good
at it”. The equal and opposite response of rewilding retains this instrumental
character, where the solution comes to this bravado by seeking to humanity
from the equation and hope for the best.

The truth of our humanity does not exist in and against the reality of nature.
Our true humanity exists because we are part of creation, a creation that
came into being “through him, and without him not one thing came into
being”, a creation we find only in Christ.

The great American agrarian writer and poet Wendell Berry, who died last
week, helps us see this reality in a short essay entitled Word and Flesh. In it
he takes issue with ideas — particularly within the world of environmental
writing — which have become abstracted from the reality of life. There are,
he argues:



Public movements of thought which produce a language that works as code,
useless to the extent that it is abstract.

In his essay Berry is taking issue with the idea of the “planetary” — that no
place can be healthy until all places are healthy — but he could as well be
speaking of an idea like “rewilding”. Ideas which, although born from laudable
aims, become abstract terms divorced from the reality and communities and
humanity that live and manage the land and landscapes they seek to save. The
alternative, Berry argues, comes by bringing ideas and reality, or as he puts
it, word and flesh together. This is fundamentally and thoroughly an act of
incarnation best found, Berry states, in the reality of love. “Love” he argues:

“is never abstract. It does not adhere to the universe or the planet or the
nation or the institution or the profession, but to the singular sparrows of the
street, the lilies of the field, “the least of these my brethren”. Love ... longs
for incarnation.”

Wendell Berry’s timeless wisdom draws us into the deep mystery of this
festival. In this new festival we are rightly faced with the realities and
responsibilities we have for our changing and challenging environment. When
faced with this hard reality our response should not be to retreat either by
seeking comfort in abstracted ideas, or by believing in our own “god-like”
powers, or by placing ourselves on the ecological naughty step.

Our response, as in all things, is to be found in Christ — in the Word that
became flesh and dwelt among us. In Christ, in the Word made flesh, we can
refind ourselves and our responsibility for the natural order, in and through
the creation of which we are part. And through that we can all, to paraphrase
Wendell Berry’s most well-known poem “rest in the grace of the world and
[know that I] am free”.
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