
Additional Lent 3 Sermon: for Old St Paul’s Edinburgh: 1 Corinthians 
10:1-13, Luke 13:1-9 AND Beatitude: “Blessed are the Merciful” 

In the dark days of Nazism, Bertolt Brecht wrote  he was living in a :me when a poem 
about trees was like a crime, because of the horrors it hushed up.  

Our Gospel reading reminds me  that today a sermon without men:on of trees is 
something like a crime, because it steals from God’s people their spiritual resources 
for  climate crisis. Especially when horizons are blocked by a war of which a US 
Admiral observed: “if we were not addicted ... to fossil fuels, this war never would 
have happened.” 

You allocated  the Bea:tude :”Blessed are the merciful”, which I prefer to read as 
‘blessed are the compassionate’’.  In wars, mercy is mostly the op:onal  preroga:ve 
of the violently victorious. Which we have to learn we aren’t.  

Nor are we in control. None of the Five marks of Mission are about control. 
For me, “mercy” expresses the condescension of someone who has power over you. 

Mercy on their devastated enemy, exercised for good poli:cal advantage, without it 
needing truly to touch their heart; without their having to feel the pain involved.  
Without enduring rela:onship.  Give me compassion rather than mercy. I’m happy 
to split that hair.   

That’s why, aQer COP, aQer the UN’s declara:on of ‘code red’ last year, and the 
announcement last month that with regard to coal oil and gas,  ‘delay is death’- ..... 

 that’s why I can’t compassionately  abandon churches to  speech and thinking which 
perpetuates  the unredeemed  inoffensiveness of “stewardship Chris8anity.”   

By which I mean that obsolete  approach which nobly recognises a duty and 
responsibility to God of care and protec:on  of the rest of Crea:on, yet does so as if 



this were possible without taking into account the feelings, value, and rights of 
fellow stakeholders in the rainbow covenant of Genesis 9 between God and the 
Earth.  

As the poverty truth commission has said:  “Nothing about us without us is for us”. 
Earth, with a capital “E,” screams  something similar, alongside the belatedly 
recognised  wisdom  of indigenous voices despised and silenced for centuries. 
Earth, as Pope Francis, recycling his namesake of Assisi, teaches us, is not just our 
common home, but our beloved rela:ve, our governor.   

Now,  this does involve discernment from the legi:mate repertoire of available Chris:an 
spirituali:es.  What is the Wild Wind of God, the Spirit, saying to the churches 
today?   What new and old treasures are we recycling, for  that blessing of 
compassion, as we own up to having lost the war our species con:nues to  wage 
against the Earth, on whom we totally depend.   

It’s a war waged on similar  terms to Pu:n’s:  on the grounds that the Earth is ours  to 
plunder, having been given to us.  Though not being ungiven to the wildlife as 
habitat. That same Earth in which Jesus is incarnate,  that same shared flesh which 
the Word of God becomes. Compassion  evident in the healing which happens 
when nature is given a chance. Showing, as does Easter, that God is sovereign even 
over despair. 

At his resurrec:on, Jesus is taken for a gardener.  (He’s previously owned up to being a 
gardener’s son.)  Someone with the Earth in their hands. Someone whose specialist  
job it is, by ac:ve yet sensi:ve  interven:on,  to nurture trees, to nourish others as 
best they’re able. There’s a skill-set involved, but also an apprecia:on that we’re 
dealing with living creatures. It’s a sensi:vity eradicated in agri-business and factory 
farming,  those legacy  a]empts totally to dominate crea:on. I learned from 
indigenous voices at COP that there’s no shame in  human solidarity with  plants 
and animals, with whom, down to the cellular level, we  share so very much. Look 
and learn, says Jesus, from the birds, and from all the trees. 

A good gardener also knows when it’s :me to throw in the trowel.  God’s infinite love 
does not mean infinite  opportunity for unfrui`ulness, though in the parable, the 
solidarity of gardener with tree is conveyed by hinted refusal to carry out sentence 
on the tree. The gardener,  who  begins so respec`ully,  when they’ve done all they 
can, says “you can cut it down”, not “I’ll cut them down. 

For a moment, see the Earth as gardener: expressing that same  tough compassion for 
us, and then recall the conclusion of scien:sts at COP:  up to 1.5 degrees of global 
warming, the Earth can s:ll be our friend. Beyond that, Earth just  might not be 
able. 



That target of a maximum 1.5 degrees of global warming above pre-industrial levels is 
the  fruit of  moral pressure applied by the Small Island Developing States: like 
Tuvalu and Kiriba:, who are already up to their eyes in salt-water inunda:on and 
the drama:cally increased frequency of ‘century’ events. I hope no one here 
regards 1.5 degrees as good news, or as something to get back  to when we’ve 
sorted a few more things out. In our :mescale, warming is irreversible. 

 Those, like the owner of the vineyard, obsessed with immediate  profit, prefer a  target 
substan:ally higher, because consequences thus far hit first and hardest, the 
poorest and least responsible  for damage done.   

Today, Australia is dealing with once-in-500 year floods following 27 million acres of 
wildfire and heatwaves that wiped out wildlife wholesale. Modern ci:es in Africa 
and US are seriously threatened with drought. Mainland Europe suffers floods, and 
Scotland has just lost eight million trees with Storm Arwen.  The rise in sea-level is 
terrifying for our coastal areas even by 2030. Things change brutally, not gradually.  
But what’s the point at which we begin to act?   

Learn, perhaps,  from our rela:onship with the trees. 
Churches involved in orchard projects discover that it’s not just about  chucking a tree in 

a hole for instant apple crumble. Likewise the simplis:c idea that you can carry on 
flying, driving, pollu:ng and defores:ng if you but plant a tree now and then. 
Despite their absurd  claim you could  drive carbon neutral with their petrol, Shell 
oil are not arranging for three :mes the land area of the Netherlands to be planted 
with trees to “offset” even their own emissions.   

That bluff was called by the Reforma:on’s cri:que of indulgences: purpor:ng to pay God 
off whilst con:nuing  the harm of a life of injus:ce. Accumulated CO2, does not just 
go away when war or COVID block the horizon. 

Now: even leaving aside the wisdom of Levi:cus, not to exploit the fruit of a tree before 
three years are up, the deep roots and large branches of a fig tree in a vineyard 
occupy ground that might otherwise be used for the vines.    

Only the right tree in the right place, and the right rela:onship, over :me, is likely to 
bear fruit.  Ask Jesus blunt and wild.  Weaponising the poli:cal and structural 
tragedies of his day,  though completely unlike  the hate preachers who seize upon 
disaster as an excuse for scapegoa:ng a minority whose orienta:on or lifestyle 
didn’t fit the preacher’s creden:al.  

Jesus has no scapegoats, only warnings.  Are Ukranian ci:zens and Russian conscripts 
worse sinners than any others? I doubt it.  But that does not diminish the danger to 
ourselves and life that shares the planet,  when Crea:on is the first casualty  both 
of conflict, but also  of the toxic fantasy of business as usual. That fantasy in which 
even churches have been content to invest their treasure and their hearts.  

The right tree in the right place. Plant trees in Scotland’s peatlands and wetlands, or 
drain them, as in our life:me, people were paid to do, and you also do far more 
harm than good. As concrete sea defences shiQ flooding along the coast.  Or fill the 



Scomsh hillsides with an alien monoculture of sitka spruce and you should look 
very very silly expec:ng biodiversity and healthy soil.  Burn coal for a couple of 
centuries, during at least half of which you know the damage it’s doing over and 
above the obvious scarring of the landscape, and it’s foolish to act as if the results 
are a crime with no perpetrator.  Or a merely natural, no-fault disaster.  

I’m s:ll gemng asked whether all this climate change stuff might just be natural aQer all. 
I know people try very hard not to be swayed by facts and figures,  but I also know 
that CO2, the benchmark greenhouse gas has risen by a quarter in my own life:me,  
to be higher than at any :me in the history of human species, let alone the paltry 
thousands of years or recorded history.  

For the whole three years of his ministry, Gardner Jesus has issued  warnings: and - 
should you sit down and plough your way through the Gospels - please reflect on 
how much of the Good News is occupied with of warnings and our responsiveness 
to them.  Our willingness and readiness to read the signs.  Our ability to read them 
is taken for granted. As indeed,  our ability to be taught jus:ce  by the law and the 
prophets, even prior to someone being raised from the dead. Says Jesus himself.  
And if those signs are in the heavens, which are always also skies, and in the wind 
and the waves, to whom Jesus spoke as he spoke to people needing  put in their 
place, then it requires very basic humility, to think hard but not long. And act. As in 
the remarkably contemporary parable of adapta:on to climate involving houses on 
rock and sand. 

None of the informa:on  I picked up in the hallowed Blue Zone at COP in November is 
beyond the reach of a determined googler. The science is in.  Missing pieces of the 
jigsaw are in place.  Climate denial is as stupid, harmful and  unacceptable as 
racism, though just as entrenched in our culture.. 

But Chris:anity, even that much abused narra:ve of sin and redemp:on, has a new 
coherence, even as we’re locked into  sea-level rise and all that belongs with it. 

There is a recycled, repurposed value to even to the wild and scary parts of our faith, 
which originate in spiritual responses to injus:ce, threat and oppression, as 
spiritual resources to build our resilience and our capacity to bear the 
transforma:ve fruit of hope. Hopeful people make be]er decisions than despairing, 
woeful lamen:ng people.  And the experience of our eco-congrega:ons is that 
there’s joy in their response. Cleaning beaches,  cumng waste, gemng food to the 
hungry and clothes to those in need, all the while gathering brownie points on your 
carbon footprint. 

Which means: firstly, that faith in Christ is now of  value way beyond those who hold it, 
and secondly, that faith comes into its own amongst people who realise that they 
are neither on the one hand  in charge nor on the other are their prayers and 
ac:ons pointless.  



 The secretary general of the United Na:ons told us last month that ‘delay is death’.  But 
we want blood out of a stone. We want fruit without fer:liser, and we want it now.  
Unless.... 

The reason why, for most of those of you who drive, that you don’t get points on your 
licence every :me you set out to burn that oil to go shopping, is that you’ve taken 
some no:ce of the numbers in red circles. But submerging your humanity in a 
pollu:ng projec:le of wealth and status breeds resentment. I’ve paid for a BMW: 
why should that cyclist waste the road? 

Yet when that very same driver is  on the road as a cyclist or pedestrian, they have cause 
to be grateful for the love in those signs, as well as the signs which humanity has for 
several life:mes  been able to read,  of the danger to all life, and to the frui`ulness 
and merciful balance of  Crea:on, so  brutally endangered. 

Bear fruit, when you’re pampered,  as we are with knowledge. Or expect to be 
uprooted: it’s jus:ce without malice and without par:ality. Jump off the pinnacle of 
the Temple, as Jesus was urged to do, and the angels won’t find it in their job-
descrip:on to bear you up on their wings. Which does not negate our siblinghood 
we share through faith with Christ, no more than the vic:ms of disaster recalled by 
Paul were not ‘bap:sed into Moses in the cloud and in the sea, and all ate the same 
spiritual food, and all drank the same spiritual drink.   

The body and blood of Christ will save you, but not  from arrogant stupidity, and if  to say 
that smells bad, then see it as fer:liser.  

In the name of Christ - get on with it! 
or as Jesus put it: ‘Amen’ 


