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Loving God Through Loving The World 
 

This part in the order of worship, as you’ll note in the bulletin, is always dedicated 
towards the goal of trying to hear a message from God, “We listen for God’s Word,” is 
how we title it, and in our tradition that normally involves listening first to Scripture, 
listening for God’s Word as it’s harbored within the words of the Bible, and then also 
listening to a sermon, which is often the preacher’s all-too-human and sometimes 
bumbling attempt to try to communicate something of God’s life-giving Word to the 
congregation.  

Today we are still going to use this time towards the general task of listening for a Word 
from God, but we’re going to go about it slightly differently.  

Instead of one reading, we will have many readings, and instead of a continuous sermon 
then, I’ll offer a sort of running commentary, or a little gloss or meditation after each 
reading.  

But also I think this morning that there is a third component to our trying to listen for 
God’s word, which involves listening to the sounds of nature—trying to learn about the 
nature of God, through listening to the sounds of God’s creation.  

So, in the three different ways, through readings, through meditation, and through 
listening to nature, may we use this time to listen with the ears of our heart, to use a 
great Benedictine image, listening with the ears of our heart, for a word or a message 
from God.  

 

Reading #1—Sallie McFague, an American feminist theologian and professor at the 
Vancouver School of Theology, and author of many books including The Body of God: 
An Ecological Theology; A New Climate for Theology: God, the World, and Global 
Warming; and Super, Natural Christians: How We Should Love Nature: 

 

There is only one world, 

A world that God loves.  

Since God loves it, 

We not only can but should. 

In fact, loving the world (not God alone), 

Or rather, loving God through loving the world, 

Is the Christian way.  



 

*** 

 

Since God loves this, the only world that we know, we not only can but should love it as 
well. In fact, to be Christian, as McFague suggests, the very essence of the Christian 
way and worldview, is precisely to love God through loving the world.  

To love God through loving the world.  

To love the Creator through loving creation.  

To love the Maker through loving what’s been made. 

It seems simple enough, doesn’t it—and yet, I wonder, what could be more profound?  

In a letter to his brother Theo, the artist Vincent Van Gogh once put it this way, he said to 
Theo, “I’ve always thought that the best way to know God is to love many things.” The 
best way to know God is to love many things. 

To understand, I think, a bit of what he meant, we only have to think of how beautifully 
and how lovingly Van Gogh rendered the specific things of creation in his paintings—a 
vase of sunflowers as yellow as yellow can be, a field of cypress trees swaying in the 
wind, a loan farmer out working in the golden afternoon field of wheat, the starry night 
sky glowing over the sleepy village—“I’ve always thought,” the artist wrote, “that the best 
way to know God is to love many things...” 

 

*** 

 

Reading #2—St Augustine of Hippo, a great 4th century theologian and philosopher, 
from Algeria in North Africa, he wrote many books, and in one of them, called City of 
God, he wrote the following:  

“Some people, in order to discover God, read books. But there is a great book: the very 
appearance of created things. Look above you! Look below you! Read it. God, whom you 
want to discover, never wrote that book with ink. Instead, He set before your eyes the things 
that He had made. Can you ask for a louder voice than that?” 

Behold, Augustine says, there is a great book written by God that’s free and available for 
everyone to read—it’s not written with ink on paper, it’s not bound between two covers 
gathering dust in some forgotten library—no, there’s a book of God that springs forth in 
all things bright and beautiful, the book that is itself the very appearance of the created 
world!  



Of course, Jesus himself said something similar, didn’t he? Consider the lilies of the 
field; Consider the birds of the air. Even consider the single, humble sparrow. Consider, 
Jesus said, simply consider.  

That word has an interesting etymology—its Latin roots literally mean “to observe, or to 
look at the stars.” Maybe it’s as if Jesus and if Augustine after him is saying: consider the 
lilies, consider the birds, consider the very appearance of created things—look at them 
as if you were looking up at the stars, look at them with something of the same awe, 
something of the same wonder, something of the same humility and reverence, as, for 
example, when the Hebrew poet of Psalm 8 looked up into the unfathomably vast night 
sky and wrote, “Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!...When I 
consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have 
set in place, what is humankind that you are mindful of them, human beings that you 
care for them?”  

Some people, in order to discover God, read books. But there is a great book: the very 
appearance of created things. May we consider these things. May we gaze upon them 
as if we were gazing upon the stars.  

 

*** 

 

Reading #3—Our third reading comes from a contemporary theologian and a minister in the 
Church of Scotland named Ruth Page. Dr. Page has written extensively on the connection 
between God and the natural world and is the author of many books, including God and the 
Web of Creation, from which this passage comes: 

 “What, then, would God know and care about, say, a cheetah? Presumably God would 
know the whole evolutionary history of cheetahs, and the history of this particular cheetah; 
the cheetah’s physical components of particles and molecules; its biological nature as a 
carnivore and its relation to other big cats; the ecological niche it occupies in the local 
system; its success or failure in finding food supply, in mating, and in its rearing of cubs (at 
least if it is a female cheetah). Such knowledge would concern both cheetahs generally and 
the specific happenings of this particular cheetah’s life. God knows how the world looks and 
smells to a cheetah. Equally the divine presence will see the grace and power of the cheetah 
at full stretch and prey; will know its frustration at failure and its satisfaction at a successful 
kill which it can keep from hyenas and other predators. 

 But God will also know the antelope’s experience of the cheetah as predator; the 
local human beings’ view of it, the white hunter’s view of it as quarry, with all the hinterland of 
beliefs and practices which that implies. 

 From that instance of the cheetah one must extrapolate to all creatures great and 
small, wild and tame, past, present and future. Yet God’s love, like God’s presence, is not 
made thin and general by being offered to all. The divine presence and love is constant and 



does not admit of degrees, so they are concentrated on each individual at each time, and are 
as total for non-human beings as for human beings.”  

What an amazing thought experiment Dr. Page presents us with here! To consider the 
relationship between God and a cheetah, for example, or between God and any other 
aspect of creation. The relationship between God and a Red-Tailed Hawk—how God 
would know what the world looks like and smells like to a hawk; or the relationship 
between God and a cow—how God would know what the world looks like and smells like 
to a cow—how God would know what it’s like to ruminate like a cow, what it’s like to 
mooo like a cow, what it’s like to be 1,200 pounds and to lie down in the shade on a hot 
summer day… 

From that instance of the cheetah, of the hawk, of the cow one must extrapolate to all 
creatures great and small, wild and tame, past, present and future… 

Consider the relationship, for example, between God and these Oak trees, or between 
God and the apple trees; each apple being the apple of God’s eye; each branch, each 
green leaf, cherished and delighted in; and this is not even to mention the relationship 
between God and these gorgeous flowers—we can hardly imagine, I think, how God 
must delight in these…the philosopher Irish Murdoch put it well when she said that 
“People from a planet without flowers would think we must be mad with joy the whole 
time to have such things around us.”  

Mad with joy the whole time. Maybe that’s what God’s like when it comes to every single 
creature great and small. Maybe that’s what God’s like when it comes to you. Simply 
mad with joy the whole time.  

 

*** 

 

Reading #4 –Our fourth and final reading this morning comes to us from the lectionary of 
assigned scripture readings for today, from the book of Isaiah 55:10-12—Isaiah was a 
prophet in the 8th-century BC and his, I think, is some of the most poetic and beautiful writing 
in all the Bible.  

 
 For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return there until 
they have watered the earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the 
sower and bread to the eater, 
 
so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but 
it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and succeed in the thing for which I sent it. 
 
 For you shall go out in joy, and be led back in peace; the mountains and the hills 
before you shall burst into song, and all the trees of the field shall clap their hands. 



 

When I read this passage this week, particularly when I read it imagining us gathered 
here outside under these great oak trees, I thought, how kind of them, how considerate 
of the people who put together the Revised Common Lectionary, how thoughtful of them 
to think of us here in the little town of Weybridge as to give us this beautiful passage 
from Isaiah, with the stunning image of the trees clapping their leaf-hands in praise of 
God.  

Isaiah begins here by suggesting that just as God sends the rain and the snow to 
accomplish their purpose of watering the earth and of bringing forth life, so too God 
sends a Word upon the listening earth, a message with its own sense of purpose, with 
its own mission to bring forth new life.   

It’s a beautiful way to think about things, isn’t it? That just as rain falls in order for a plant 
to grow, so too God’s Word falls upon us so that we too might continue to grow.  

It makes sense then that the tree, again like the oak tree here, is such a natural symbol 
for the life of faith—with roots strong and deep, with a central trunk sturdy and efficient, 
with branches branching out and with leaves bursting forth into color and clapping their 
hands in praise. 

The great Indian poet Rabindranath Tagore put it this way, he said about trees that 
“Trees are the earth’s endless effort to speak to the listening heaven.”  

I think that’s beautiful, but I think, in the end, that the communication goes the other way 
as well—that the tree can symbolize the earth speaking to a listening heaven, but it can 
also speak to us about the earth listening to the speaking heaven, listening, like how the 
leaves receive the sunlight from beyond themselves, listening for a word coming from 
beyond, for a word maybe even from God, a word which lures the tree to surge upward, 
just as it might lure us also to grow, to be stretched, to be compelled into further and 
deeper love for God through further and deeper love for this world.   

 

There is only the one world, 

A world that God loves.  

Since God loves it, 

We not only can but should. 

In fact, loving the world (not God alone), 

Or rather, loving God through loving the world, 

Is the Christian way.  

 

May it be so. Amen.  



	  


