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If you have been waiting for me to preach a fire and brimstone sermon, your
wait may be over. It is the Season of Creation, it is the end of the hottest
summer on record,’ and our second scripture reading this morning speaks
of forest fires and setting on fire the cycle of life. So, get ready for some
fire.

James 3:5b - 18

How great a forest is set ablaze by a such a small fire! 6 And the tongue is a
fire. The tongue is placed among our members as a world of iniquity; it
stains the whole body, sets on fire the cycle of life, and is itself set on fire by
hell.7 For every species of beast and bird, of reptile and sea creature, can
be tamed and has been tamed by the human species, 8 but no one can
tame the tongue—a restless evil, full of deadly poison. 9 With it we bless the
Lord and Father, and with it we curse people, made in the likeness of God.
10 From the same mouth comes a blessing and a curse. My brothers and
sisters, this ought not to be so. 11 Does a spring pour forth from the same
opening both fresh and brackish water? 12 Can a fig tree, my brothers and
sisters, yield olives or a grapevine figs? No more can salt water yield fresh.

13 Who is wise and knowledgeable among you? Show by your good life that
your works are done with gentleness born of wisdom. 14 But if you have
bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not be arrogant and lie
about the truth. 15 This is not wisdom that comes down from above but is
earthly, unspiritual, devilish. 16 For where there is envy and selfish
ambition, there will also be disorder and wickedness of every kind. 17 But
the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield,
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full of mercy and good fruits, without a trace of partiality or hypocrisy. 18
And the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace.

Prayer

Do you know someone in Gen Alpha? Those are folks born since 2010.
The oldest Gen Alpha folks are now teenagers, and they have a word to
share, according to a report shared by our conference last week.? I’'m not
going to read the whole piece - check my footnotes for a link - but three
things jumped out at me.

Teens in Gen Alpha are deeply relational - “they rely on their supportive and
rewarding friendships.” (awesome).

“Generation Alpha is the most racially diverse generation and has a positive
view of racial and ethnic diversity in the US.” (beautiful)

And this:

“Climate change haunts their future. Over half worry about the effects of
climate change, and a large majority view efforts to slow climate change as
positive measures.”

Here it is, then - my fire and brimstone sermon, thinking about Gen Alpha,
offered to Boomers and Millennials and Gen X (that's me).

We are at the end of the hottest summer in recorded history. Or flip that on
its head and imagine that this year is also likely to be one of the coolest
summers of the next fifty years. The youngest folks, who are paying
attention to the world around them, will grow up in a world on fire. They are
haunted by climate change.

Gen X and Millennials have made choices, communally and individually,
choices small and large, that have set forests ablaze, that have set fire to
creation, metaphorically and literally. And in the way that our world works,
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those fires affect not only our generation. Gen Alpha is haunted by a future
they have no part in creating.

Sometimes when we read the Bible, we read its commandments, moral and
ethical positions as directed toward individual people of faith.

But when we read James’ letter to early Christians, we know his context is
communal. Every one of his 59 proverbs, pithy sayings, instructions for the
Christian life are directed at communities. James says, this is how we
should act together. From last week we know that we can be doers of the
Word through our actions as a community; in today’s text we are taught that
our collective speech can bring blessing or curse.

The earth is on fire through our communal choices, words, and actions -
Boomers and Gen X, Millennials and Gen Z.

But we are also the generations whose communal choices, words and
actions can heal the world.

If we want to connect with Gen A (and B, and C...), to be good neighbors, to
bless them -

let us speak to what they are worried about -
and be committed to their future.

We set the world on fire. And yet it is also true that our world can be healed
through our collective action.

Our words and actions, together, should be blessings. Our words and
actions as a community of Christ followers should bless our Creator and
bless our neighbors and especially, especially bless the children of this
earth to the 7th Generation. Our words and actions should come from
fresh, clean springs.



If we are to speak to Gen Alpha, we cannot remain silent or resigned. We
must use our collective voice and actions to heal and restore creation.

Now despite this starting as a fire and brimstone sermon, let’'s change up
the mood here and pick up a word of hope. In our text from James this
morning, we have a commission: “show by your good life that your works
are done with gentleness born of wisdom.” And, James says, bear good
fruit.

At Pilgrim we have done a lot about climate change, most recently our solar
panels. But we’re not done.

Climate scientist and author Ayana Elizabeth Johnson (I think she’s Gen X
but | don’t know for sure) has a word to say on the future. She asks in her
most recent book, What If We Get It Right?:Visions of Climate Futures. In
other words, she dares to imagine along with 20 other thought leaders, a
future in which our collective climate action heals, restores, blesses. She’s
not optimistic but she is committed and joyful. She says: Because we just
have to do this {climate action and creation care - it is} the work of our
lifetime so why don't we find ways to make it delightful?”® She asks
individuals and communities to consider a Venn diagram of climate action,
and since Venn diagrams are trendy right now I’m going to describe it to
you:
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World of Venn Diagrams
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And in any work for justice, peace, a healed world.

In this beautiful garden of a world, we tend the soil. We protect the forests.
We nurture the birds and the woodland creatures. In this beautiful garden of
a world, we bring forth good fruit. As James says,

“17 But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing
to yield, full of mercy and good fruits, without a trace of partiality or
hypocrisy. 18 And the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace by those who
make peace.”

| want to close with a word from a member of the silent generation, poet-
farmer and environmentalist Wendell Berry:



“A Vision” By Wendell Berry

If we will have the wisdom to survive,

to stand like slow-growing trees

on a ruined place, renewing, enriching it,

if we will make our seasons welcome here,
asking not too much of earth or heaven,
then a long time after we are dead

the lives our lives prepare will live

here, their houses strongly placed

upon the valley sides, fields and gardens
rich in the windows. The river will run
clear, as we never know it,

and over it, birdsong like a canopy.

On the levels of the hills will be

green meadows, stock bells in noon shade.
On the steeps where greed and ignorance cut down
the old forest, an old forest will stand,

its rich leaf-fall drifting on its roots.

The veins of forgotten springs will have opened.
Families will be singing in the fields.

In their voices they will hear a music

risen out of the ground. They will take
nothing from the ground they will not return,
whatever the grief at parting. Memory,
native to this valley, will spread over it

like a grove, and memory will grow

into legend, legend into song, song

into sacrament. The abundance of this place,
the songs of its people and its birds,

will be health and wisdom and indwelling
light. This is no paradisal dream.

Its hardship is its possibility.

For every generation, may it be so. Amen.



